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My treatment of ma‘nd and haqiqah is consistent throughout: whenever I say, 
“mental content" in English, the Arabic word is ma nā, and whenever I say, “accu- 
rate; "accuracy; or “accurately” in English, the Arabic word is haqiqah. This 
applies in all contexts. In order to make arguments about translation, I sometimes 
(as here) use the Arabic words themselves in transliteration. 

The full Arabic text for a direct quotation is always given in a footnote. All 
direct translations are mine and are marked by the presence of quotation marks. 
Paraphrases are also furnished with the Arabic text in a footnote, a practice that 
makes the relationship between my periphrastic explanations and the original 
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and inevitable part of any translation process. The inclusion of the original Arabic 
texts in the footnotes has also allowed me to be more idiomatic in translation, and 
to more frequently use paraphrase, than might otherwise have been the case. This 
is particularly true in the translations of poetry, where I have struggled toward a 
goal of aesthetic impact in English, often at the cost of accuracy, by manipulating 
the lineation and enjambment. 

In all the footnotes, I have provided the page number and line number of Arabic 
and Persian texts. I have added critical voweling to the Arabic footnotes and removed 
any editorial punctuation. Interpolations in square brackets within the Arabic foot- 
note text are my own, unless attributed in parentheses to the editor of the text in 
question. 
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xvi NOTE ON TRANSLATION PRACTICE, TRANSLITERATIONS, AND FOOTNOTES 


There is a general English index, an Arabic index for the text in the footnotes, 
and a pair of short Arabic indexes for the quotations of poetry. 

The transliteration or romanization system used is known colloquially as 
"ZDMG" and officially as DIN 31635 from the Deutsches Institut für Normung. 
While this system is heavy on the non-English diacritical marks, it has the advan- 
tage of replacing one Arabic letter with one English letter in all cases. Readers 
who do not know Arabic and are interested in pronouncing these foreign words 
may like to know that / stands for a guttural kh, 3 for sh, and that both ' and ' are 
variants on the glottal stop. The remainder of the diacritical marks are only really 
important for those who study Arabic and its dialects. 

Dates are given in the Gregorian solar calendar, and I have a discussion of this 
choice in the section of chapter 1, “Contexts,” titled “The Eleventh Century” 


OPENING STATEMENT 


What is language? How does language work? Scholars writing in Arabic in the 
eleventh century had good answers to these two guestions. Their theories of lan- 
guage, mind, and reality—of words, ideas, and things—appear in books about how 
to describe God, how to interpret scripture, how to solve logical problems, and 
how to criticize poetry. They used a conceptual vocabulary very different from the 
Anglophone or European toolbox that academia provides for us today. This book 
is a study of their Arabic intellectual world and a translation of their approaches to 
questions that still concern us a millennium later. It is a book about these scholars 
analyses of how their minds worked, and of the role language played when they 
turned those minds to the world outside. 

My methodological principle in this research has been to follow eleventh- 
century Arabic scholars' conceptual vocabulary into their areas of concern. This 
is consequently a book about ma'nā (their word for mental content) and about 
hagīgah (their word for accuracy). It is very much a work of philology. But a tanta- 
lizing prospect has persistently intervened, the prospect of finding theories about 
aspects of human experience that are universally applicable. We share with these 
eleventh-century scholars the experience of having a mind, using language, and 
enjoying poetry, but this shared experience is impaired by the absence of shared 
vocabulary. So this is a book of philology and translation, in which I write about 
how ma'nā did not play a role in their conceptual vocabularies that is at all equiva- 
lent to the role “mental content" plays for us today. Ma'nā was an omnipresent, 
useful, and stable word that enabled eleventh-century scholars to explain a great 
deal, whereas my invariable translation, *mental content, is an uneasy academic 
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neologism with a highly uncertain reception and different implications in different 
scholarly disciplines. I use it to mean the stuff of cognition. The benefit of “mental 
content" is its strangeness in ordinary English: while it can cover an appropriate 
range of cognitive items and processes, its awkwardness reminds us that we are 
dealing with a conceptual vocabulary that is not our own. Haqiqah was equally 
omnipresent, and I suggest in this book that it was always used to describe some- 
thing claimed to be accurate. My argument is not that we should always trans- 
late ma nā as “mental content” and haqiqah as “accuracy” or “accurate account” 
(although I have done so in this book) but rather that it is useful to always think of 
ma nā as mental content and Jagīgah as the process of getting something right. My 
decision in this book to persist invariably with a single translation for ma‘nd and 
hagīgah is a practical tactic to make that thought experiment easier. Translation in 
this book is an experimental process and not a conclusion. 

I engage in the translation struggle because of the tantalizing prospect outlined 
above: that eleventh-century Arabic scholarship contains observations of interest 
to twenty-first-century academics who work on language, translation, or literary 
criticism but do not read Arabic. I also engage because philology is "the disci- 
pline of making sense of texts" (Sheldon Pollock), and I think that my experi- 
mental translations of ma‘nd and haqiqah have produced answers that help us 
further understand the theological, lexicographical, logical, and literary-critical 
work of the scholars studied in this book. I show how a curated Arabic lexicon 
interacted with pragmatics and was fundamental to all other scholarly disciplines, 
how Islamic theology was both about naming and about science, how logic was 
built with both Greek and Arabic, and how this new Arabic logic combined with 
old Arabic grammar to produce literary criticism. These are all eleventh-century 
Arabic accounts of what language is and how it works. 

These Arabic accounts used ma'nā in descriptions of both the connections 
between mind and language, and the connections between mind and real- 
ity. The meaning of a word was a ma nā, and the attribute, quality, or essence 
of an extramental thing was a ma nā. The word haqiqah could then be used to 
describe any of these connections as accurate. If language pointed accurately at 
mental content it was hagīgah, and if mental content accurately reflected extra- 
mental reality it was haqiqah. Cognition took place in and with ma‘nd; mental 
content was the stuff of cognition. When words aligned accurately with mental 
contents, they were hagiqah. When mental contents were an accurate account of 
the real world, they were hagiqah. Eleventh-century scholars writing in Arabic 
all thought about cognition and language in similar ways, using a single vocabu- 
lary. We do not have parallel concepts or practices in English or other European 
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languages. On the contrary, we have vocabularies with genealogies entirely uncon- 
nected to this Arabic conceptual vocabulary. This is why it is difficult for us to see 
how lexicographers could have been so influential in the creation of theory, how 
theologians could have thought that arguing about naming was rational and onto- 
logically salient, how a logician could have used the vocabulary of Arabic gram- 
mar and theology to explain mental existence, and how a literary critic could have 
described literary beauty as produced by grammar and logic. My book tries to 
explain these positions. 

At every step in their intricate theorizing, the eleventh-century scholars were 
negotiating the relationships between words, ideas, and things using an autoch- 
thonous vocabulary based around ma'nā. But they were not negotiating our 
sensitivities to the boundaries between these three categories, nor were they strug- 
gling to explain the meaning of the words ma'nà and ļagīgah. These were just 
words that they used as part of their core conceptual vocabulary. They did not 
care about the fault lines of a European history of ideas that was still several cen- 
turies in the future. They were sensitive to different things; they cared more about 
hermeneutics, for example, than about the threat of linguistic relativism, and this 
makes their solutions to questions of language reference and accuracy all the more 
interesting. The problems are the same: we still have minds and use words like they 
did, but the contours of debate have changed along with the vocabulary. In certain 
areas, this is an advantage: an intellectual culture obsessed with hermeneutics, suf- 
fused with bilingualism, and in possession of both a vast canon of classical poetry 
and a carefully curated lexicon was arguably in a better position to produce theo- 
ries of language than we are today. 

I have chosen to focus on four scholars who lived and worked in what is now 
Iran and Iraq. All four men would prove hugely influential in the centuries to 
come, although, as the remarks above may lead one to expect, not all of them 
would be as famous in Europe as they were in the Arabic, Persian, and Turkic 
worlds. The one man whose fame and theories crossed north into Europe was 
the Aristotelian philosopher Ibn Sinà (Avicenna), whom I use to investigate a 
discipline he played an oversized role in creating: Arabic logic. The other three 
were less translated. Ibn Fürak was a theologian, exegete, and legal theorist whose 
reworking of the Aš arī theological school’s doctrines remains a reference point 
today. Ar-Rāģib al-Isfahānī was a contemporary of both men and a lexicographer 
who wrote exegesis, creed, literary compendia, and literary criticism, and who 
provided much of the synthesis between Neoplatonic and Perseo-Arabic ethics 
that Abū Hāmid al-Gazālī (d. 1111) would make famous a century later. Finally, 
"Abd al-Oāhir al-Gurģānī was a grammarian who wrote two works of literary 
criticism that changed the field for ever. 

Al-Gurgani’s poetics, his account of the aesthetics of language in both the 
Quran and Classical Arabic poetry, is the subject of my seventh chapter, “Poetics.” 
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His theories cannot be understood, nor could they have come into being, without 
the Arabic lexicography that ar-Rāģib exemplifies, the Islamic theology that Ibn 
Fürak represents, or the Aristotelian logic developed by Ibn Sina. But to make 
lexicography, theology, and logic the servants of literary criticism would be unfair 
to the scholars who worked in those fields. Ar-Ragib had his own ideas about 
poetics; Ibn Fürak, his own perspective on the Quran’s language; and Ibn Sina, his 
own clear sense of a philosophical mission. I do not want to present these genres, 
or these scholars, in a story of chronological progression or influence. I would like 
them to be test cases through which I advocate for a philological focus on ma nā. 
If I can demonstrate that reading for ma'nā helps us understand ar-Rāģib, Ibn 
Fürak, Ibn Sīnā, and al-Gurģānī, then readers may be tempted to use the same 
strategy for reading the work of other scholars from other genres in other centu- 
ries. This hope is also a deliberate rejection of disciplinary and genre boundaries. 
These scholars knew that exegesis was different from legal theory, and that ethics 
was different from poetics, but that did not stop them writing books in both or 
all fields, nor did it stop them from writing what we may consider philosophy 
in their exegesis or poetics in their ethics. Most important for my methodology, 
these discipline-conscious scholars, who never missed an opportunity to delin- 
eate the terminological and conceptual differences between the genres of schol- 
arship they covered, used a stable conceptual vocabulary with ma nā at its core 
across all their books without distinction. That is my contention, and its transla- 
tion my task. 

In chapter 2, I work through the precedents for the use of ma nā that were 
available to scholars in the eleventh century. Ma'nà was a word that had already 
done a great deal of work in translations from Greek, in literary criticism, in gram- 
mar, and in theology. With that terrain laid out, chapter 3 pauses to establish a 
methodology for translation with the help of Wittgenstein, Kuhn, and second- 
ary scholarship on Arabic. Then, in chapter 4, I start to lay out eleventh-century 
epistemology. It begins with the lexicon. I use ar-Rāģibs works to describe the 
basic set of eleventh-century assumptions about what language was, how refer- 
ence and intent worked, and what ma'nà and haqiqah meant. Ibn Fürak shared 
these assumptions, and with his theology I show how reading for ma nā reveals 
how epistemology (his account of how we know) could bleed into ontology (his 
account of what there is) and vice versa. It is here that we see some of the fruits 
of what was for eleventh-century authors an unproblematic slippage between lan- 
guage and cognition, and between the mind and the world. Ma nā was undoubt- 
edly cognitive, but it was also linguistically determined, just as while it was clearly 
in the mind, it was also out there in the extramental world as well. Neither slippage 
was as problematic for Ibn Fürak and ar-Rāģib as it is for us. Their understanding 
of cognition was almost entirely linguistic, and it was anchored by the lexicon. 
Their understanding of God allowed him, using a single mechanism consisting of 


OPENING STATEMENT 5 


ma nā, to control both the qualities of extramental things and the cognitive repre- 
sentations of those qualities and things in human minds. 

From Arabic lexicography and Islamic theology I move to Aristotelian logic 
with Ibn Sīnā. Here, reading for ma'nā shows how this move is not as great a 
conceptual leap as one may expect. Greek logic turned into Arabic logic when it 
started working with mana, and reading logic through this lens reveals the con- 
nections between Greek structures and the linguistic, literary, and theological 
discussions of the Arabic eleventh century. Ibn Sina also provides some clarity 
on whether logic is about cognition or about language, clearing up a millennium- 
old commentary quaestio about the relationship of the linguistic opening pas- 
sages of De Interpretatione to logic. Ma'nà was the item of autochthonous Arabic 
core conceptual vocabulary that enabled this move and several of Ibn Sīnās other 
core philosophical contributions. His account of logical cognition also provided 
al-Gurģānī, a few decades later, with a conceptual vocabulary that could be turned 
to aesthetics. Ma‘nd is the conceptual vehicle by which Arabic grammar entered 
al-Gurģānīs poetics. I argue that it is only by focusing on ma'nā that we can 
clearly see these connections. In the final translation problem of the book, I aim to 
explain how a literary critic located lyric eloquence in grammar itself. Al-Gurģānī 
did this by using an account of cognitive process that explained how the ma'nā 
in our heads is manipulated by the words we hear and read. Those words come to 
us in syntactic, grammatically governed, order. The beauty lies in this sequencing 
and in the associated adjustments that the poet makes. Poetics becomes grammar; 
grammar becomes logic; and poetic genius is the unexpected in syntax. Accuracy 
becomes dynamic. The contents of our heads are where the magic happens. With 
al-Gurģānī we have a model in which new mental content is created, content 
that never had and never will have a referent in language or in the world outside. 
Literature uses grammar, logic, and even theology, but it goes beyond them to 
create something new. The achievement of al-Guršģānīs criticism was to explain, 
using ma nā, how this worked. 

From Greek, to Arabic and Persian, and then to English (via Latin), this is a 
book about translation. The eleventh-century scholars who wrote Arabic also 
spoke (and in some cases wrote) Persian. They read Greek in translation. Today, 
I write in English, a language with a European history stretching back through 
Latin, into which I am trying to transpose the Arabic writings of native speakers of 
Persian. The critical extra element that makes the translation process so problem- 
atic and so important is that I am translating theories. Or, as Thomas Kuhn would 
put it, I am translating core conceptual vocabulary that helps shape the theories it 
constitutes. This circular process makes it hard to jump from an eleventh-century 
Arabo-Persian space into a twenty-first-century Anglo-European one. It is worth 
restating that there is no word in English that does the work done by ma nā in 
Arabic. My choice in this book, “mental content, does a job as a placeholder, but 
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that is all. In chapter 3 I will delve into these methodological guestions of trans- 
lation in more detail. I will defend my experimental attempt to replace a single 
theoretical term with a single theoretical translation, arguing that the resultant 
dissonance in the English target language reminds us that we do not have a core 
conceptual vocabulary in which epistemology and ontology bleed into each other. 
On the contrary, we have a conceptual vocabulary that separates them into "episte- 
mology” and "ontology" There was no word for either in eleventh-century Arabic. 


Contexts 


This is a book about four eleventh-century scholars who lived a millennium ago. 
But it is also a book about ideas that took shape as if the world outside did not 
exist. The authors involved conceived their accounts of language, divinity reason, 
and metaphor as universal accounts of the human condition. They did not see their 
Muslim, Arabic, Persian, medieval, context as a determining factor in these universal 
accounts, and neither should we. To claim that eleventh-century Muslim scholars, 
writing in Arabic, expressed a universal human spirit with just as much purchase on 
language, mind, and reality as we achieve today is an endorsement of the position 
in the history of thought made famous by Leo Strauss.' However, in order to make 
sense of eleventh-century texts we need to explore the books their authors had read, 
the debates in which they were taking part, and the a priori commitments they held: 
this is the methodology for the history of thought advocated by Quentin Skinner. 


THE ELEVENTH CENTURY 


What can we say about the eleventh century? It was known, in its own calendar, as 
the fifth century of the Islamic era that started in 622 A.D. with Muhammads emi- 
gration from Mecca to Medina (al-higrah; hence the name of that calendar: Hiģrī) 
and was counted in lunar years thereafter. The different calendars are, of course, a 
translation problem. The boundaries of the eleventh-century that I am using (1000 


1. Strauss (1989). 


2. Skinner (2002). 
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and 1100) are not just artificial; they were wholly absent from the imaginations of 
the scholars who lived between them, for whom those same years were numbered 
390 and 493. I have chosen to provide dates in just one calendar, the Gregorian 
solar calendar dominant in my target language, English. This entails a slight loss 
of exactness: lunar-solar conversion is only accurate when one is in possession 
of the day and month in the source calendar, and so dates in this book should be 
regarded as approximate, plus or minus one year. My excuse for this loss of exact- 
ness is that the sources do not always provide the day and month for events such 
as births and deaths, which means that imprecision is found on both sides of the 
translation process (when the day and month is known in Arabic, I do of course 
ensure that the English date is accurate). The boundaries of the eleventh century 
also cut off differing amounts of the early lives of my four authors, as well as awk- 
wardly forcing famous later scholars such as al-Gazali (who was born in 1058) into 
an imagined "eleventh-century" picture. I would therefore like to say at this early 
point in the book that I use the phrase “eleventh-century” simply as shorthand for 
the period of time in which the four scholars in whom I am interested worked. 
With “eleventh-century,’ I am not trying to make my English translation sound 
awkward in order to highlight a gap in conceptual vocabulary, as is the case with 
"mental content" On the contrary, I am aiming for an idiomatic English phrase 
that can indicate the years with which I am concerned. Another way to look at the 
utility of this flawed chronological label is that it enables me to avoid many other 
types of labels that are arguably more problematic (classical, postclassical, late 
Abbasid, Büyid, renaissance, medieval, Islamic, Islamicate, Arab, Persian, etc.). 
What else can we say about the eleventh century? Although we do not give 
our years the same numerical labels, or determine them with the help of the 
same celestial body, we do share the chronological unit of a calendar year with 
Ibn Fürak, ar-Rāģib, Ibn Sīnā, and al-Gurģānī. Like them, we record our family 
histories in generations, and count time in years. This means that we can try to 
imagine what the weight of scholarly and linguistic precedent felt like to them. 
The civilization in which they wrote was an established one. Its first written text, 
the Quran, was understood to have been gathered by the prophet's followers in the 
640s and 650s, and the foundational grammar of Sibawayh (d. ca. 796) was written 
in the 790s. So for our four authors, their particular confessional community and 
its concern with language was over 350 years old, and some of the scholarly texts 
they read were over 200 years old. As for the Arabic language itself, it was well over 
a millennium old; the "first clear attestation of an Arabic word occurs in the Kurkh 
monolith inscription of the neo-Assyrian monarch Shalmaneser III (853 B.C.E.)”> 
Transposing this chronology onto my own Californian situation at the beginning 
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of the twenty-first century, 350 years ago European colonialists were still failing to 
establish a foothold on the eastern seaboard of what is now the United States, and 
200 years ago those colonists (now a state) were fighting the Anglo-American War 
while California had become part of the First Mexican Empire. Readers of this 
book in the Europe where I grew up are in the same chronological relationship 
to Galileo, Hobbes, and Descartes as Ibn Fürak and his contemporaries were to 
Sibawayh. When we users of English on either continent rewind an equivalent 
distance to the reign of Shalmaneser and his use of Arabic, there are no early attes- 
tations of our language (at what was the time of Tacitus we are scarcely aware of 
a language related to English among the Germanic peoples). One may therefore 
say about the Arabic eleventh century that its scholarly pursuits were as old as 
California and its language as ancient as Latin. When they read Greek philosophy, 
Aristotle (d. 322 B.C.) was as far removed from them as Muhammad is from us. 


THE FOUR SCHOLARS 


In the world of Classical Arabic scholarship it is easy to forget that we know of 
our authors’ lives only through their appearances in the biographical literature 
or from their own works. Although we share with them the contours of a human 
life and a life spent reading books, we do not have access to much information 
about how their lives looked or felt. Their published works usually provide little 
of the information that a biographer may look for today, and autobiographical 
writing was rare. This leaves us with the innumerable biographical dictionaries 
produced across all disciplines and confessional identities from the early ninth 
century onward, scaled up by their authors for detail or down for concision, with 
lax and catholic attitudes to inclusion or with rigorously policed boundaries. These 
collections of biographies constitute a massive self-referential and self-disciplining 
archive, produced contention and invention, and are now all that we have. In this 
archive, our four authors fared quite differently. 

The archive reminds us of its own scale. To read it for the biographies of these 
four men is to be confronted with the depth and breadth of the intellectual con- 
versations in which they were engaged: a great number of scholars across a large 
geographical space, working on a broad range of topics. Much of this information 
is now lost to the vicissitudes of time and the difficulties of preserving manuscripts 
across a millennium, but a great deal is still available in printed editions (relatively 
few) and unedited manuscripts (vast in number), and I have not read all of it by any 
means. My primary methodological response to the scale of the archive has been 
to privilege depth of reading over breadth. I chose to select four scholars for this 
book because this choice has enabled me to read sufficient amounts of their work. 
Extending my scope to more authors would, within the inevitable constraints, have 
led me to read less of each author's work, and perhaps most problematic, to read 
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selections and passages rather than complete books. The kind of argument that I am 
making, one in which I take a commonplace word that occurs almost everywhere 
and show how it reveals a functioning conceptual vocabulary that helps us under- 
stand theories about language, is the kind of argument that necessitates reading 
books from start to finish. As a result, I have read Ibn Fūrak's Mugarrad, al-Gurģānīs 
Asrār and Dalā il, and ar-Ragibs al-I‘ tigādāt, ad-Darī ah, Muqaddimah fi t-Tafsīr, 
Tafsīl, and Rasā il in their entireties. I have read around widely in the same authors 
other works, and in those of Ibn Sinà, in whose case I have also relied on secondary 
scholarship to supplement my reading of the first seven chapters of his Eisagoge, the 
first two chapters of his Categories, and the first chapter of his De Interpretatione. 
(Work on Ibn Sīnās Sophistical Refutations remains a desideratum.) 

In this book, major eleventh-century authors other than the four selected 
appear occasionally. They include al-Qadi "Abd al-Gabbàr al-Asadābādī (d. 1025; 
see J. R. T. M. Peters on his theories about language)* and the equally well-known 
theologian and legal theorist Abū Bakr al-Bāgillānī (d. 1013, the subject of a recent 
dissertation by Rachel Friedman)? Others do not appear at all, for example the 
important Andalusian literary theorist Ibn Rašīg (d. ca. 1064). A great theologian 
and legal scholar, Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), appears only in the biographical review of 
Ibn Fürak. The absence of these latter two men could possibly be excused by their 
geographical distance from the conversations that are the subject matter of this 
book. But spending as much time in the archive as I have over the last eight years 
has led to the emergence of personal predilections and judgments, and this has 
particularly been the case in my preference for Ibn Fürak over al-Bāgillānī. I judge 
the former to have published more intellectually cohesive works than the latter, 
to little fanfare in Anglophone and European-language scholarship. That scholar- 
ship has, however, made great strides in recent decades when it comes to language 
theory, and this is particularly true in an area that I only touch on in passing in this 
book: legal theory. (See inter alia my review of a recent important work on legal 
theory and literalism by Robert Gleave.)* 


Ar-Rāģib 
Ar-Rāģib is the first of our four men. They are all men; the eleventh century was 
patriarchal, and while women wrote poetry took part in Hadith transmission, and 


created identity (on which see Nadia El Cheikh); they were excluded from the 
production of the extant theory, whether lexicographical, theological, logical, or 


4. Peters (1976). 

5. Friedman (2015). 

6. Key (2015). Cf. Ali (2000), Gleave (2012), Lowry (2004), Vishanoff (2011), Zysow (2013). 
7. El-Cheikh (2002), (2005), (2015). 


CONTEXTS 11 


literary-critical. Abū al-Qàsim al-Husayn b. Muhammad b. al-Mufaddal ar-Rāģib 
al-Isfahani was the author of a hugely influential glossary of Quranic and scholarly 
vocabulary, a thinker whose approach to problems of theology, ethics, politics, and 
poetry was invariably linguistic. He never met an academic problem that he could 
not reduce to a matter of signification and therefore to the lexicography he had 
mastered. Ar-Rāģib was the subject of my doctoral dissertation, and consequently 
the first eleventh-century scholar in whom I noticed the attitudes to language that 
are the subject matter of this book. I do not intend to repeat here the detailed intel- 
lectual biography of ar-Rāģib that I have provided elsewhere; instead I will pro- 
vide a brief survey that touches on his sectarian affiliation and the confusion over 
his death date. Both questions are, appropriately enough, problems of translation: 
ar-Rāģib did not himself have any confusion about the dates of his own lifetime, 
nor did he exhibit any uncertainty as to his own sectarian positions and beliefs. 
These questions have arisen only in the biographical archive over the millennium 
that separates him from us. 

As we will shortly see with Ibn Fürak, the biographical archive produced lists 
and compendia of scholarly biographies according to theological and legal schools 
of thought, as well as of scholars according to birthplace and date. Ar-Rāģib 
appears in no such collections until a century after his death (al-Bayhagī),* and 
even thereafter the notices are short on biographical detail or concerned with 
confusion about his theological affiliations (as-Suyüti).? From the twelfth to the 
twentieth century, notices in both Arabic and European languages have provided 
a variety of incorrect death dates (ad-Dahabi, al-Hwānsārī, Brockelmann, etc.),* 
and it is only through recent research (including my own) that we have been 
able to ascertain from the oldest manuscript witness to his Quranic glossary that 
ar-Rāģib was alive in or before 1018." It is quite possible that ar-Rāģibs internally 
consistent but confessionally diverse set of doctrinal positions kept him out of 
biographical dictionaries that were in the process of delineating rival orthodox- 
ies. The madrasa taxonomical process had little motivation to engage with the 
biography of a scholar who had combined ideas from schools of thought and 
creedal identities that were, in hindsight, in conflict with each other. And yet we 
just don't know enough about Iran in the eleventh century to be confident ascrib- 
ing an iconoclastic or even catholic selection of doctrinal solutions to ar- Ragib. 
In his community, he may well have been representative and uncontroversial. He 
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could not have known that in the future it would be the Aš'arī creedal synthesis of 
Ibn Fūrak, rather than his own, that would contribute to what would be known as 
Sunni Islam. It is unlikely that he combined figurative interpretation of the Ouran 
(a technique associated with the Mu tazili School of theology) with a refusal to 
deviate in any way from divine precedent in the description of God (a position 
associated with the rival Hanbali School) because of a wish to be uninfluential or 
idiosyncratic.” 

The best way to bring some concrete philological fact to ar-Ragibs biography 
is to examine his published work. This will also help orient us in the scholarly 
world of the eleventh century. Ar-Ragib was an exegete as well as a man of let- 
ters and an aesthete. Apart from the glossary of the Quran mentioned above, 
his most popular work was a literary anthology of prose and poetry, and beyond 
that he wrote both ethics in a Neoplatonic and post-Aristotelian vein, and poet- 
ics that foreshadowed al-Gurģānīs advances in understanding eloquence (albeit 
his authorship of the poetics work has not been established beyond all doubt).* 
Ar-Rāģibs literary anthology, Quranic glossary, and ethical treatises proved most 
popular in the madrasa marketplace, as can be seen from the distribution and 
transmission of their manuscript copies around the world. His creedal work was 
only just preserved, and the same is true of his poetics; it seems that the creedal 
work was too idiosyncratic and the poetics quickly overshadowed by al-Gurgani. 
Today, almost every Arabic library in the world has a copy of ar-Rāģibs glossary 
of the Quran, and the text is virtually unchanged from its earliest manuscript wit- 
ness. His literary anthology remains a popular source of scatological data about 
sexuality for researchers, and his ethicopolitical works are the subject of twenty- 
first-century commentary in North Africa." One reason for the popularity of his 
ethics is the influence he had on the much more famous al-Gazālī, an influence 
that took the form of al-Gazālīs large-scale and unattributed copying, as demon- 
strated by Wilferd Madelung.” 

The catholic synthesis that characterizes ar-Rāģibs positions places him, 
despite ex post facto uncertainty about his sectarian affiliations, at what may be 
called the center ground of Islamic theology and politics. This is certainly true 
when we compare him to Ibn Fürak and Ibn Sīnā. As we will see below, the former 
was a proud theologian whose careful parsing of words and reality would leave 
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him open to the criticism of later taxonomizers such as Šams ad-Dīn ad-Dahabī 
(d. 1348), and the latter was a proud Aristotelian who would be thus excoriated 
by al-Gazālī. Ar-Rāģib, on the other hand, espoused at different times all three 
of the major trends in Arabic intellectual thought through the eleventh century 
and beyond. At times he hewed close to the first school of Islamic theology, the 
Mu tazilah; at others, he was sympathetic to their opponents and the school of Ibn 
Fürak, the Aš arīyah, and yet he often claimed to be part of the stream that cried 
a pious plague on both their houses and rejected the process of theology itself. 
His was a synthesis of Islamic intellectual history, for as Sabine Schmidtke writes: 
"Within the Sunni realm at least, Ash'arism proved more successful and enjoyed a 
longer life than Mu 'tazilism, yet, like Mu tazilism, Ash'arism was constantly chal- 
lenged by traditionalist opponents rejecting any kind of rationalism”'* Ar-Rāģib 
played all three roles and espoused Shia ideas and slogans, to the chagrin of each 
school and sect's madrasa taxonomizers. The name he gave to his own preferred 
affiliation, “traditionists, senior sufis, and wise philosophers;"" does not to the best 
of my knowledge appear anywhere else. And yet it combined three major streams 
of theological and ethical thought and practice: traditionist piety and rejection of 
complex dialectical theology, the mystical approach to epistemology that has been 
called “Sufism,” and the Aristotelian and Neoplatonic ethical heritage that proved 
so attractive to later synthesizers such as al-Gazali.* Ar-Rāģib then allowed this 
combination to seep, however subtly, into his glossary of the Quran, a work that 
would become an irreproachably orthodox and popular reference work across the 
coming millennium. This centrality allows me, in chapter four, to use ar-Rāģib to 
establish eleventh-century assumptions about language and the lexicon. 


Ibn Fürak 


Abü Bakr Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. Fürak enjoyed a decorated career teaching 
and debating theology across what is now Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan until his 
death by poisoning in 1015, when he was around seventy-five years old. His biog- 
raphy therefore sounds very different from that of ar-Ragib. Rather than dealing 
with a catholic synthesis of contested mainstreams, we meet the school synthesizer 
himself. As we will see, Ibn Fürak was so fundamental in constructing the doctrine 
of the Aš arī School of theology that he appears today in the footnotes of Arabic 
and European-language scholarship as the citation that establishes an Aš arī posi- 
tion. His controversial death provides an incontrovertible terminus post quem 
for his eleventh-century life. His biography will also read differently from that of 
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ar-Rāģib because there is a great deal more material available to us. Conversely, 
while ar-Ragibs biography can easily be found elsewhere,” a detailed synthesis of 
the biographical material on Ibn Fürak is less immediately available. I will attempt 
to provide a synthesis here. It is a short review of Ibn Fūraks biography, and it will 
tip the reader headlong into a maelstrom of creedal positioning, archival pars- 
ing, and theological controversy. The topics and allusions may seem abstruse, but 
careers and even lives were at stake. 

In the extant bibliographical tradition, Ibn Fürak first appeared in the work of 
his pupil, the well-known Sufi exegete Abū al-Qasim al-Oušayrī (d. 1072). In his 
influential monograph ar-Risālah (The Epistle), al-Oušayrī mentioned Ibn Fürak 
with veneration on multiple occasions. It is clear that Ibn Fürak was a source of 
historical knowledge, spiritual guidance, and creedal principle; an authority whose 
presence in the text would make al-Oušayrīs case for his beliefs more persuasive.”° 
Ibn Fürak was also an acknowledged source of wisdom, so when al-Oušayrī wrote 
about the need for devotees to be patient with the blandishments of fellow mys- 
tics more advanced on the Sufi path, he called on an anecdote from his teacher: 
“I heard Ibn Fürak saying, “There is a proverb: if you cannot bear the blacksmith’s 
hammer then why be his anvil?’”” Ibn Fürak was also a moral and scholarly para- 
digm, so in the creedal apologetic for his Aš arī School of theology written by the 
Damascene historian Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 1176), we learn of Ibn Fūraks charitable work 
for the sick, tireless rate of publication, and service in the structures of his Sufi 
order. Ibn ‘Asakir also reports (on the authority of al-Oušayrī) that Ibn Fürak told 
a story of having been taken in chains to Shiraz after an accusation of creedal error 
only to catch sight at daybreak on arrival of a mosque inscription "God takes care 
of his servants,” (Quran 39:36, az-Zumar) and to know in his heart he would soon 
be released. 

According to Ibn * Asākir, Ibn Fürak taught first in Iraq, then moved to Rayy, 
where he was involved in theological disputes. He next received a commission 
to Nishapur, where the authorities built him both a madrasa and an infirmary, 
and then when his published works in theology and law had reached almost one 
hundred, he was summoned to Ghazna. In Ghazna, which lies in what is now east- 
ern Afghanistan, Mahmūd b. Sebüktigin (r. 998-1030) was leading an empire he 
had created that stretched from Iran to India. Mahmüd was engaged in a political 
process of policing theological disputes in the emerging consensus that would in 
later centuries become Sunni Islam. According to Ibn ' Asākir, Ibn Fürak engaged 
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in intense dispute with the followers of a rival school of theology (al-Karramiyah), 
and on his return journey to Nishapur “was poisoned” and died.” 

The biographical tradition we have access to today does not produce just cross- 
references that enable us to fill in the gaps. It also reports from sources that are 
lost. Ibn ‘Asakir’s work on Ibn Fürak used a biographical dictionary that Ibn 
Fürak himself had written, which is now lost: Tabaqat al-Mutakallimin.? In his 
dictionary of adherents to the Safi'i legal school, the Hadith scholar Ibn as-Salah 
(d. 1245) reported a biography of Ibn Fürak that he attributed to the now-lost his- 
tory of al-Hākim an-Nīsāpūrī (d. 1014). This biography confirms the information 
in Ibn Asākir and may well have been its source. To add extra color, al-Hākim via 
Ibn as-Salah also reported that Ibn Fūrak attributed his study of theology to the 
moment when a legal scholar whom he was frequenting was stumped by one of 
Ibn Füraks hermeneutical questions. The scholar covered up his ignorance with 
bluster and was corrected by another authority, and that second authority was 
subsequently recommended to Ibn Fürak. Ibn Fürak decided he had to study this 
discipline for himself? 

Thus far, we have dealt with hagiography. Ibn Fürak has appeared as an 
admired and influential figure whose achievements and movements are reported 
in multiple sources. But he did not die peacefully in his bed, and the theological 
controversy that (may have) killed him reverberated across the Islamic world. It 
reverberates in the biographical tradition. Writing in the thirteenth century, Ibn 
as-Salah alerts us to a near-contemporary of Ibn Furak, albeit from thousands 
of miles to the west. The famous Andalusian legal scholar Ibn Hazm celebrated 
what he claimed was the execution of Ibn Fürak by Mahmūd of Ghazna as pun- 
ishment for an alleged speech crime: Ibn Fürak had maintained that the prophet 
Muhammad was a "messenger" during his lifetime and then just a "prophet" 
thereafter (the title, “messenger” was usually reserved for prophets who brought 
divine scripture, making “prophet” a broader and less prestigious category). Ibn 
Hazm held that Ibn Fūrak had contradicted the plain statements in the Quran 
and elsewhere that “Muhammad is the messenger of God” statements that occur 
without explicit temporal restrictions on their reference.” The legal school that 
Ibn Hazm played a large part in creating (az-Zahiriyah) was, after all, founded on 
exactly this sort of methodology, antithetical to the careful ontological parsing 
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of Ibn Fürak. For Ibn Hazm, if the Quran said Muhammad “is” the messenger of 
God, then Ibn Fürak was not allowed to restrict that "is" by saying Muhammad 
was first a messenger and then a prophet. To give a brief preview of my arguments 
in chapter 5, Ibn Hazm and Ibn Fürak shared a belief that names and naming mat- 
tered, and that what one called God had a direct connection to ones salvation. But 
they disagreed about how accuracy was determined. For Ibn Hazm, haqiqah was 
literal word use in divine revelation, a precedent that had to be followed. For Ibn 
Fürak, haqiqah was cognitive accuracy: the ability of human language to get at the 
truth about God. 

Ibn as-Salah was, like al-Oušayrī, Ibn *Asākir, and al-Hākim, sympathetic to 
Ibn Fürak. He denied that Ibn Fürak had ever actually taken such a position about 
the use of the term “messenger.” Ibn as-Salah attributed Ibn Hazms accusation to 
a slander against Ibn Fūraks Aš'arī theological school by their rivals in Ghazna, 
the Karrāmīyah. Ibn Fūraks own work appears to bear out this defense; he wrote 
that God can, if he wants, make a single messenger serve for every nation on earth 
(thus implying that the category is not necessarily bound by time and place),** and 
in this discussion of controversies concerning the category of “messenger; he was 
silent on the question of whether *once a messenger always a messenger" was true 
for Muhammad.” 

Ibn as-Salāh was actively engaged in policing the boundaries of creedal posi- 
tioning, which required clear determinations of which scholars fall where in the 
biographical taxonomies. He was keen to give his readers in the madrasa an expla- 
nation for Ibn Hazms attack. He explained that the Karrāmīyah slander reported 
by Ibn Hazm in fact stemmed from their misreading of a different theological 
controversy, that of whether a saint knew he was a saint. Ibn as-Salah directed his 
readers to al-Oušayrī, who had indeed reported that Ibn Fürak maintained in the 
face of opposition (including al-Oušayrī himself) that the saint was unaware of his 
sainthood, because were he to be confident in it, he would no longer fear God. Ibn 
as-Salah also wrote that al-Oušayrī explained Ibn Fūraks position further (I have 
not been able to find the text in al-Oušayrīs published works) as referring to the 
feeling of being a saint, not the statement of whether or not one is a saint. This 
extra statement functions, in this biographical entry, as a gloss on Ibn Fürak's posi- 
tion, allowing the reader to understand that the saint may well not feel like a saint 
(and thereby still be afraid of God) but would still be able to say he was a saint (and 
thereby perform as a Sufi in the order). The move is typical of the archive; its goal 
is the stability and integrity of the archive itself. 
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As the centuries passed, the bibliographers of the madrasa continued to place 
Ibn Fūrak in the mainstream, either by repeating and synthesizing the early 
accounts discussed above, as Ibn Hallikān (d. 1282) did,” or by including extra 
detail that would be significant to their readership, as did Tagī ad-Dīn as-Sarifini 
(d. 1244) and ad-Dahabi. As-Sarifini, for whom Ibn Fūrak was the first entry 
in his biographical dictionary of Hadith transmitters who worked in the city of 
Nishapur, wrote that Ibn Fürak was a transmitter of the Hadith collection of the 
ninth-century Abū Dāwūd, which in as-Sarīfīnīs thirteenth century was becom- 
ing one of the six canonical Sunni collections? Ad-Dahabi repeats that informa- 
tion in his biographical dictionary,” and in his even more voluminous history he 
also takes the time to enumerate the controversy with Ibn Hazm discussed above. 
There, ad-Dahabi criticizes Ibn Fürak, nevertheless prefers Ibn Fürak to Ibn Hazm, 
and overall sides with Mahmūd of Ghazna, whose empire must have looked in 
hindsight like a great moment for Sunni Islam.” Then, in the entry on Mahmud 
himself, ad-Dahabī relates a suggestive anecdote in which Ibn Fürak appears to 
represent theology's potential to lead people astray. Ibn Fürak was telling the ruler 
that God should not be described as being high, because that would open the 
door to God being described as low, when Mahmūd exclaimed: “I wasn't going to 
describe him at all until you started pressuring me!" Ibn Fürak is rendered speech- 
less and dies shortly thereafter, galled [literally! “They say his gall bladder split?]* 
The implication in the anecdote is that the two events are connected, and that 
Mahmüd is right to distrust the complicated theories of the scholars. This is the 
traditionist attitude to theology that we encountered with ar-Ragib, who wrote: 
“The discussions about whether God wills for himself, or whether he wills with an 
eternal will, or with a created will, and if with a created will is the will in a specific 
place or not in a specific place—God has protected us from needing to deal with 
these matters! ”34 

Tag ad-Din as-Subki (d. 1368) has perhaps the longest biographical entry on 
Ibn Furak. He includes a complete review of the sources reviewed above with 
his critical commentary, extra hagiographic anecdotes such as the claim that Ibn 
Furak would stay up all night reading the Quran in any house he visited if there 
were one available, and an explicit justification of the need to revisit the question 
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of his controversial death. As-Subkī does not blame Mahmūd of Ghazna but rather 
calls the scene before the ruler fake news and the poisoning a response by the 
Karramiyah to their failure to convince Mahmüd to execute Ibn Fürak on false 
charges. As-Subki sides with ad-Dahabi against Ibn Hazm; Ibn Fürak, against ad- 
Dahabī; and al-Oušayrī, against Ibn Fūrak. The entry is an exercise in theological 
defense of Ibn Fürak, preservation of the reputations of the ruler Mahmüd and 
the mystic al-Oušayrī, and professional self-promotion vis-à-vis his slightly older 
contemporary ad-Dahabi.* 

Apart from providing a fascinating window into the biographical and taxo- 
nomical processes of Islamic scholarship, what this complicated accounting of 
theological controversies shows us is that Ibn Fürak was widely read among the 
great scholars of his time, famous in the century of his death as far afield as Islamic 
Spain, and while he was controversial in terms of what he said about God, he was 
not tangential to the conversation. It is worth stressing again that the point of con- 
tention between Ibn Fürak and Mahmūd was linguistic; it was an argument about 
what to say, and how to talk about God. Ibn Fürak had wanted to police Mahmūds 
speech according to the logic that he had developed, but Mahmūd resisted. At the 
interface between politics and theology, everyone was focused on language. 

For the purposes of this book, I have used Ibn Fūraks survey of the creedal 
positions of al-Aš arī, Mugarrad Magālāt al-Aš'arī (An Abstraction from the 
Statements of al-Aš arī), in Daniel Gimarets exemplary edition. I will also make 
some use of Ibn Fūraks legal and hermeneutical work.** The Mugarrad is, how- 
ever, much more than a survey. Abū Hasan al-A$'ari (d. 935) was the eponymous 
figure around whose ideas the Aš arī School of theological doctrine was founded. 
It was this Aš'arī School that provided a set of dialectically established creedal 
positions that self-identified as universally Muslim and around which Sunni Islam 
would coalesce in a process of distinguishing itself from its opponents.” Ibn Fūrak 
studied in Baghdad at the beginning of his career with one of al- Aš arīs students, 
Abū al-Hasan al-Bahili, and then wrote at the beginning of the Mugarrad that 
the work was designed to meet an express need for knowledge of the principles 
that governed al-Aš arīs theories and upon which al-Aš'arīs dialectical successes 
against his opponents had been built. It was a matter of gathering “both that for 
which there is textual evidence and that for which there is no textual evidence, in 
which latter case I have answered according to what is appropriate for al-Aš'arīs 
principles and rules. I will also tell you where there are internal inconsistencies 
in al-AS‘ari, where there are consistent doctrines, and where we have resolved 
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inconsistency by selecting what is closest to his schools of thought and most suited 
to his principles” A principle was “that upon which knowledge of other things 
is built” Ibn Fürak thought that if he laid out al-Aš'arīs principles, he would 
need to give fewer examples.? Ibn Fürak did indeed then explicitly disagree with 
al-Aš'arīs positions. Al-As'ari thought that holy men who were not prophets 
or messengers could be completely immune from sin, but Ibn Fürak wrote that 
“nothing like that is said by us.’#° Ibn Fürak highlighted inconsistencies between 
al-Aš arīs published works on, for example, the question of whether or not God's 
eternality is in his self, and confidently decided that, according to "our community 
of skilled theologians,” it is." He wrote that al- Aš arīs followers were largely igno- 
rant of some of the contradictions within his oeuvre, and that this may have been 
due to inconsistent distribution of al-Aš'arīs published works.* 

In his books closing paragraph, Ibn Fürak was confident that he had achieved 
the goal he set himself.* A diffuse and sometimes contradictory set of dialectical 
debates had become a single, internally consistent, ordered and referenced manual 
of creedal positioning. The logic to which it adhered was that of Ibn Fürak, even 
if he couched his statements in language that attributed the theology to al-Aš'arī. 
Al-AS‘aris own debates, and by extension the teaching of al-Bahili, had failed to 
produce an account of al- Aš aris governing principles, so Ibn Fürak had taken on 
the task and then used the rules and principles identified to tidy up the doctrine. 
What better place could there be for us to look for the conceptual vocabulary of 
the eleventh century than a work self-conceived as the imposition of a consistent 
eleventh-century epistemology (Ibn Fūraks) on a diffuse tenth-century theology 
(al-Aš arīs)? 

Scholarship on Islamic theology has already made good use of Ibn Fūraks work 
as a source for al-Aš'arīs ideas, an approach of which he would have approved. 
This is a fair caricature of Ibn Fürak in the work of A.I. Sabra, Daniel Gimaret, 
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and Louis Massignon. (Cf. Jan Thiele.)** Ibn Fūrak will instead appear in this book 
gua Ibn Fūrak, an experiment in reading him that permits his authorial voice to 
come through, both in the criticism of al-Aš'arī detailed above and, more engag- 
ingly, in his remarks about the state of the eleventh-century field. Expressing sen- 
timents familiar to an academic seeking to publish in any age, Ibn Fürak wrote 
that a monograph on al-Aš'arīs doctrine already existed, that it was full of errors 
and mistakes, and, most damaging, that it had already "spread throughout the 
lands!”*5 Comfortingly, perhaps, posterity was kind to Ibn Fūraks work, which 
survives in print today while that of his rival, Muhammad b. Mutarraf ad-Dabbi 
al-Astarabadi, is lost. 


Ibn Sīnā 


When we come to review the biography of our third scholar, Abū “Ali Husayn Ibn 
Sina (d. 1037), the situation is completely different. Rather than trawling through 
the untranslated Arabic and Persian biographical and bibliographical archive, we 
are dealing with a philosopher whose Latinized name, Avicenna, is familiar to all 
students of European Scholasticism and Humanism, and whose cultural ubiquity 
is revealed by, inter alia, the appearance of his portrait in medical-facility waiting 
rooms across the Middle East. He was a successful politician in a turbulent period 
of history, a logician and philosopher whose work reshaping the Aristotelian and 
Neoplatonic traditions transformed the subsequent millennium of Arabic intellec- 
tual endeavor, and the doctor who took over from Galen as the standard reference 
in Europe until the seventeenth century. We are also in an entirely different situ- 
ation when it comes to European-language scholarship. From his autobiography, 
and from the many accounts of his contemporaries, we know about his life and 
how he imagined it. In Dimitri Gutass Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, we 
have a primer and reference to this information and, more important, an analyti- 
cal map of Ibn Sīnās works and their engagement with the Arabic Aristotle of the 
eleventh century." Much of Ibn Sina has been translated into English (long after 
it was translated into Latin), and monographs and collections on various aspects 
of his philosophy and legacy abound.** Less work has been done on Ibn Sīnās 
philosophy of language, and it is here that I will focus my attention. Ibn Sina will 
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also represent, for my purposes, the discipline of Arabic logic that was proving so 
attractive and productive in the eleventh century. 

There is a famous and possibly apocryphal anecdote from the beginning of the 
thirteenth century that during a discussion of lexicography at the court of ‘Ala’ 
ad-Dawlah Muhammad, the ruler and patron/employer of Ibn Sinà (r. ca. 1007-41 
in Isfahan and beyond), the prominent lexicographer Abū Mansür al-Gabbān said 
to Ibn Sīnā that he did not care to compete with a logician: "We do not approve of 
your statements about the Arabic lexicon? Ibn Sinà was reportedly embarrassed, 
and the criticism stung him into writing a series of epistles on lexical niceties 
(including a lexicon or glossary, The Language of the Arabs).*? Sure enough, when 
‘Ala’ ad-Dawlah tested Abū Manstr on a later court occasion, Ibn Sina was pre- 
pared to jump in and demonstrate a command of Arabic lexical rarities and prove- 
nances that shamed his opponent and led to a prolonged apology.” Ibn Sina clearly 
represented the discipline of logic for his contemporaries. This anecdote shows us 
not only that in the Arabic eleventh century there were charged discussions about 
lexicography at court but also that the totemic status of the study of word mean- 
ings was such that a scholar whose power spanned academia and politics could 
be stung into writing a dictionary. Ibn Sīnās eleventh-century desire to perform 
literary expertise in addition to medicine and philosophy would be reflected in the 
archive of subsequent centuries: the twenty-page biographical entry on Ibn Sina 
in Ibn Abi Usaybi'ahs (d. 1270) history of medicine includes eight solid pages of 
complex poetry composed by the logician on subjects including old age, the soul, 
and love (“It is as if I am magnetic, and she is iron?)* 

Al-Gurgàni 
Al-Gurģānīs reputation as the greatest theorist of Arabic poetics is a reputation 
cemented in the madrasa system, largely through the efforts of the great poly- 
math Fahr ad-Din ar-Ràzi (d. 1209), who wrote a systematized madrasa-ready 
version of al-Gurģānīs theories. Abū Bakr ‘Abd al-Qàhir b. ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
al-Gurģānī died in 1078 or 1081 after a life spent writing and teaching in his native 
town of Gorgan at the southeastern tip of the Caspian Sea, in what is now Iran. 
This is about as much as we know of his biography; in stark contrast to Ibn Sīnā 
and Ibn Fürak he maintained a stellar reputation unadorned by biographical (or 
indeed autobiographical) information. (See Lara Harb in 2016 and, from 1944, 
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Muhammad Halafallah’s review of the scholarship in Arabic up to that point.) 
We know almost as little about his life as we do about ar-Rāģibs, the difference 
between the two being largely that al-Gurģānīs name would be associated with his 
ideas throughout the millennium after his death, whereas ar-Rāģibs theories were 
either submerged in the facticity of his lexicography or appropriated by the more 
famous al-Gazālī. 

Al-Gurģānīs efforts in teaching (or the success of his pupils) meant that when 
the madrasa bibliographers came to review his career they had plenty of evidence 
of other scholars studying with him or commenting on his works.* But al-Gurgani 
first appears in extant surveys as a poet, in the collection of contemporaneous 
poetry gathered by his slightly younger contemporary and Baghdadi bureaucrat 
"Alī b. Hasan al-Bāharzī (d. 1075). Al-Gurģānīs entry is ten lines of poetry in 
praise of the dominant politician of the day, the founder of the madrasa Nizām al- 
Mulk (on whom more below).5 Then a century later, in his biographical dictionary 
of literary figures, Ibn al-Anbārī (d. 1181) tells us that al-Gurģānī was one of the 
greatest grammarians of the age, and that his teacher Ibn ‘Abd al- Wārit was, atypi- 
cally for this period, the only teacher that al-Gurģānī ever had, because he never 
left Gorgan.”* Ibn ‘Abd al-Wārit (d. 1030) was the maternal nephew of the great 
grammarian Abū ‘Ali al-Fārisī (d. 987)” on whose studies of morphology and 
syntax al-Gurģānī wrote voluminous commentaries, which are extant (and have 
been studied by Antonella Ghersetti) along with his shorter pedagogical grammar 
books.” Even in the thirteenth century with Ibn al-Qifti (d. 1248 and one source 
of the Ibn Sina anecdote above), al-Gurģānī remains largely a grammarian notable 
for not leaving Gorgan. Beyond grammar, al-Qifti mentions al-Gurgani’s work on 
Quranic inimitability, which “showed his knowledge of the principles of eloquence 
and the path of concision,** and “a number of scattered discussions that he fixed 
in a volume, which was like a notebook for him?* 
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The key moment for al-Gurģānīs reputation came slightly later in the thir- 
teenth century with the great polymath Fahr ad-Din ar-Ràzi. His reading of 
al-Gurģānī (although not unprecedented; see Noy) would dominate the madrasa 
and consequently dominate intellectual history. The works of al-Gurgani that 
ar-Ràzi synthesized in his concise textbook were not the works of grammar noted 
by the biographers. He wrote that the most important knowledge, the noblest dis- 
cipline, was that of language, without which nothing else could be known. But 
people were confused about how language worked and about its principles until 
al-Gurģānī, “the Glory of Islam,” came and laid out those principles. Ar-Rāzī wrote 
that al-Gurgani “wrote two books in this field, the first of which he called Dalà il 
al-I' gaz [Indications of Quranic Inimitability] and the second of which he called 
Asrar al-Balāģah [Secrets of Eloquence]. These two books are the subject of sig- 
nificant English-language scholarship by Margaret Larkin and Kamal Abu Deeb,** 
and are the texts I focus on in my final chapter. They are also the subject of a forth- 
coming special issue of the Journal of Abbasid Studies, in which Avigail Noy and 
Matthew Keegan successfully expand the story of al-Gurģānīs reception beyond 
ar-Rāzī, and Harb and I briefly review the secondary scholarship.9 The Asrar and 
Dalā'il were a singular event in the history of Arabic language theory. But they 
required reading, and here ar-Rāzī started a trope for al-Gurģānīs biography: 
that his works were disorganized: "But al-Gurģānī, may God have mercy on him, 
because he was bringing out the principles and divisions ofthis science, its require- 
ments and rules, neglected to take care of arrangement into sections and chapters, 
and was also exceedingly prolix”* I will discuss the accuracy of this characteriza- 
tion and its theoretical implications in the chapter on al-Gurģānī. Ar-Rāzī felt that 
he needed to rewrite al-Gurģānī for the madrasa, although the chronological gap 
between them was less than two hundred years and the language, Arabic, was the 
same. 


THE MADRASA 


Looking through the archive for the biographies of these four scholars does not just 
remind us how dependent we are on its taxonomies, heresiographies, biographical 
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dictionaries, and syntheses. The archive also reminds us that the story of their 
works was written in institutional settings they could not have foreseen. It cannot 
have been apparent to al-Gurgani, writing his long iterative notebooks of theory, 
that there would be a pressing institutional need for his ideas to be turned into 
textbooks less than two hundred years after his death. The creation of that need 
is the story of an educational institution: the madrasa. It can only now be written 
with hindsight by historians for whom the eleventh century appears as a turning 
point for intellectual history. The madrasa was the Islamic educational structure 
that came out of the mosque, turned into something like a university, and would 
go on to dominate the next millennium. 

With several centuries of intellectual production across a range of confes- 
sional, professional, and aesthetic disciplines behind them, tenth- and eleventh- 
century Arabic-language scholars were engaged in complex theoretical debates. 
The debates associated with language were the most advanced, not least because 
they had started first. For example, the glossary of the Quran written by ar-Ragib 
at the start of the 1000s came more than two hundred years after the first extant 
dictionary had been written by al-Halil b. Ahmad (d. ca. 786), the teacher of 
Sibawayh.* But while these disciplines have been shown to be mature by the tenth 
and eleventh centuries,* they had not yet been significantly impacted by institu- 
tional structures. Scholarship had been taking place in homes, courts, mosques, 
and in a wide variety of structures with variant relationships to the state (a state 
that tended, as a gross generalization, to restrict itself to the military and fis- 
cal aspects of politics, leaving sociocultural hegemony to be negotiated by the 
scholars). While the madrasa that made its appearance in the eleventh century did 
not necessarily change the balance of power between society and state in the way 
its founders may have intended, it did change the venue of scholarship. Nor did 
the madrasa necessarily change the content of scholarship. But what it did do was 
slowly change the form, giving impetus to existing trends toward the solidification 
of genre and disciplinary boundaries, and increasing the degree of specialization 
and professionalization among scholars, whether they were professional bureau- 
crats (kuttāb, on whom in this period see Andrew Peacock),* teachers, authors, or 
any combinations thereof. 

With hindsight, scholarship does look different in the centuries following 
the famous eleventh-century madrasas founded across what is now Iraq, Iran, 
Afghanistan, and Turkmenistan (in Baghdad, Balkh, Nishapur, Herat, Isfahan, 
Basra, Merv, Amol, and Mosul) by the Persian vizier of the Turkish Seljuk dynasty, 
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Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092).”° If we look only at theories of language, many of the 
new ideas that I deal with in this book as cross-genre conversations become in 
the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries disciplines of their own, with 
textbooks, manuals, and disciplinary identities to be taxonomized. The structured 
education that took place in madrasas needed curricula, and the formal conse- 
quences were inevitable. This does not in any way imply that there was change 
in the degree of innovation, creativity, or theoretical complexity across Arabic 
scholarship. (Some final rebuttals of that old trope have been provided by Robert 
Wisnovsky and Khaled El-Rouayheb.)" What it does mean is that while in the 
eleventh century we have to skip across genres and disciplines to establish the 
usage of ma nā, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries we can look at two disci- 
plines with their own textbooks and rules (‘ilm al-ma ānī, “the science of ma ānī 
[the plural of ma'nà]" and ‘ilm al-wad', “the science of word coinage”). But these 
new disciplines cannot be understood without their eleventh-century heritage, 
and the clarity they provide is illusory. There is little to be gained from our reading 
a textbook in either field without an understanding of the conceptual vocabulary 
that informed it; it would be like trying to comprehend the theory of relativity 
without knowing what Einstein and his contemporaries meant when they used the 
word "gravity?" Furthermore, these two disciplines do not by any means represent 
the full breadth of usage of ma nā after the eleventh century. Ilm al-ma'àni was 
the label for a subsection ofthe new “Science of Eloquence,’ one of the branches of 
formal literary study developed from al-Gurģānīs work. But at the same time, the 
word ma'nā was being used to write and develop theories in all the other literary 
subsections, as well as outside the study of poetry and poetics altogether. And just 
as in the eleventh century, this apparent terminological confusion does not appear 
to have been a problem for the scholars actually doing the work. It becomes a 
problem only when we come to translation. I think that we have to look at the elev- 
enth century in order to understand how ma‘na worked in the madrasa centuries. 
The purpose of this book is to engage with the interacting genres that preceded the 
influential madrasa textbooks and their associated disciplinary identities. 

It is my hope that this book on the eleventh century will help scholars of Arabic 
poetics, logic, and intellectual history more broadly deal with occurrences of ma‘na 
and hagīgah in the thirteenth through the nineteenth centuries. My reading of 
hagīgah as a label for accurate processes from the early periods onward could pro- 
ductively connect with Khaled El-Rouayhebs analyses of fifteenth- and sixteenth- 
century scholarship as “suffused with the rhetoric of ta/iqiq, that is, of the need to 
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critically assess received scholarly propositions"? My experiment of reading ma nā 
as “mental content” could help scholars of the later ‘ilm al-ma‘ani understand how 
ma^ nà was both the label for a formal subsection ofa discipline and also used across 
that whole discipline and beyond without contradiction. My experiment could also 
help scholars of ‘ilm al-wad' understand exactly what the object of the process of 
word coinage was and where that object was located. For the object of concern in 
‘Adud ad-Din al-Īģīs (d. 1355) Risālat al- Wad‘ was ma'nā, and the separate linguis- 
tic discipline created by al-Igi and his commentators on this foundational two-page 
treatise was concerned with mapping the ways that vocal forms (alfāz) indicated 
mental contents. It did so through a taxonomy that combined grammatical parts of 
speech (such as noun, verb, and proper noun) with the logical categories of univer- 
sal and particular to create a complete linguistic map of word coinage. Al-Īģī used 
ma nā both to talk about the mental content of other scholars ("the ma nā of the 
statement of the grammarians that . . ") and to construct his own theories about the 
functioning of prepositions and relative particles.^ 

The ‘ilm al-ma'àni created by as-Sakkākī (d. 1229) and al-Hatib al-Qazwini 
(d. 1338) in Miftah al-‘Ulim (The Key to the Sciences) and Talhis al-Miftah 
(Condensed Version of the Key) was the study of syntax, inspired by the work of 
al-Gurģānī himself. This disciplinary area of study excluded the consideration of, 
inter alia, comparison (tašbīh), language that went beyond the lexicon (maģāz), 
antithesis (mutabaqah), and paronomasia (taģnīs), all of which still inevitably 
consisted of analysis of the poetic manipulation of ma‘ani and were dealt with in 
"ilm al-bayan and ‘ilm al-badi'. (See Noy, Harb, and William E. Smyth.)^ After the 
eleventh century ma nà was used both as a disciplinary label and to do theoretical 
work across multiple disciplines. Scholars writing in Arabic across the madrasa 
centuries continued to use the word ma'nà to develop and to name their studies 
of what language was and how language worked. Ma nā remained core conceptual 
vocabulary for many centuries after our four scholars’ deaths. 
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Let us now rewind from the madrasa centuries back through the eleventh cen- 
tury, and into the first three hundred years of extant Arabic scholarly output. 
Language use is first and foremost the use of precedent according to rules, and 
it is the past that determines how a word is deployed and then accepted. Ma nā 
was an established and oft-used word that had formed part of scholars’ concep- 
tual vocabularies for several hundred years by the time our four scholars were at 
work. When we try to map this history of usage we notice that this single word, 
ma 'nà, had been used to translate multiple Greek words into Arabic, was pres- 
ent as a label in the names of specific genres and groups, and was used to build 
and explain theories about both words and things. We have no word in English 
or European languages that plays the same roles, so let us therefore start to get 
acquainted with ma'nā as it would have appeared to our four scholars. In the 
course of this survey, we will encounter the word hagīgah at several key points. 
This will also be our first encounter with the grinding complexity of some of the 
semantic, epistemological, and theological debates that had the use of ma'nà at 
their core. A non-Arabist reader in a hurry may wish to skip ahead to the transla- 
tion theory in chapter 3. 


IN TRANSLATION FROM GREEK 


Texts in Greek were a major source of theoretical discussions, and I will discuss the 

details of that integration in more detail in the chapters on Ibn Sina and al-Gur3ani. 

Here, in this chapter on the precedents for use of the word ma'nā, I would like to 

turn briefly to ninth-century translations of Greek, and to a representative genre of 
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scholarship: medicine. We are lucky to have Manfred Ullmann's magisterial (and 
hand-written) dictionary of translations, which primarily surveys Arabic interac- 
tion with the work of Galen (d. 216) and Aristotle. It quickly becomes apparent 
that ma nā was a word used to translate a number of quite different Greek words 
into Arabic. This tells us that ninth-century Arabic translators were in the same 
position with regard to Greek as we twenty-first century translators into English 
are with regard to Arabic. In the absence ofa shared conceptual vocabulary, trans- 
lation has work to do. 

Ullmann documents moments when ma'nà was used to translate theoria, 
pragma, sēmainē, and tropos, and also in phrases that translated the adjectives 
paraphoros and presbutikos. Let us address these moments with some more 
detail. In Athens in the fourth-century B.C., Aristotle remarked that the method- 
ology he was using to understand "the good" (begin at an accepted starting point 
and fill in the detail later) was one that should be followed "in other areas too" 
(ton auton dē tropon). The ninth-century Arabic translator, most likely Ishāg b. 
Hunayn (d. 911), translated this phrase as “according to this ma nā.”> Ma nā was 
a fundamental concept for the translators. The Baghdadi Christian Aristotelian 
al-Hasan Ibn Suwār (d. 1020), whom we will meet again in the chapter on Ibn 
Sīnā, explained that translators needed to conceive a ma nā in the same way as 
the original author, and that he had produced a critical, comparative, multi-man- 
uscript edition of Aristotles Sophistical Refutations in order to "get the ma‘nd.”* 
Four hundred years after Aristotle, in second-century-A.D. Rome, Galen wrote 
that a large book on anatomy by his predecessor Marinus (of Alexandria, fl. 100) 
was marred by omissions. In ninth-century Baghdad, Hunayn b. Ishàq (d. 873, 
father of the aforementioned Ishàq and author of a treatise on these Galenic 
translations characterized by what Uwe Vagelpohl calls “vigorous pragmatism") 
translated the phrase about the omissions, ellipes de ten theorian, as “you find his 
ma‘ dni to be inadequate?* Galen also used the adjective paraphoros to describe 


» « 


1. Theēria ("theory? “speculative practice"), pragma (“matter, affair”), semaino (“signify”), tropos 
(“mode, manner"), paraphoros (“having deviated from the course, “incorrect”), and presbutikos (“like 
an old man”). Ullmann (2002-7, 1:865, 3:886). Translations selected from Liddell and Scott (1968). 

2. Aristotle et al. (2005, 27). 

3. Arist. Eth. Nic. 109833. Arabic: eel lia des Ullmann (2002-7, 3:492). English translation 
from Aristotle (2002, 102). 

4. Jas d ass OS Ob SN Jd Gl] ul UL angi (UI nell Gob 3 boy [Bll VIS UJ 
ell eid d] Eras, (uli Spill eem LS ep dul, Sd eis le le Gad ši US... ais 
„g! Shel VN se Liza Olisga ers Ms JS. Georr (1948, 198), via Vagelpohl (2010, 254). 

5 Vagelpohl (2010), 248. 
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the incorrect speech of other authorities about inflammation in the eyes, and 
Hunayn chose to describe such speech as having “no ma nā to it? 

In all these examples, the word ma'nà would seem to be roughly equivalent to 
the English “meaning.” But in his work on medicines, Galen warned that confusion 
about the names “dry” and “wet” would lead to uncertain knowledge of the prag- 
mata, and then both names and knowledge of pragmata would become confused. 
(We will return to pragmata in chapter 6 below.) Hunayn translated this as ^when the 
labels indicating them become confused, then so does knowledge of the ma ānī and 
the actual things?? Galen had used a standard Greek binary of onoma and pragmata, 
a pairing we could map onto the English pairing of ^words/names" versus “things.” 
Galen had warned that labeling confusion leads to confusion about what things 
actually are. When Hunayn wanted to say this in Arabic, he moved to an epistemo- 
logical structure with three components. He made a specific distinction between the 
labels of the medicines on the one hand, and then both their ma'ānī and their umür 
on the other. The word umūr here stands for the actual physical medicines them- 
selves. The ma'ānī are Hunayns third category: they are not the labels (the words 
are the labels), and they are not the actual medicines either. They are ma ānī, a core 
conceptual category not found in Greek or English without recourse to neologism. 

In his work on body parts affected by disease, in a typological discussion of 
changes to organs, Galen again stressed the importance of consistent use of medi- 
cal terminology, and he remarked how, *what speech signifies" has confused both 
junior physicians and philosophers (tōn semainomenon ho logos). The translator, 
either Hunayn or his nephew Hubays b. al-Hasan al-A‘sam (fl. ninth century)” 
rendered this phrase as "the ma ānī that are indicated by names?" The Arabic 


ta Alna E 55. Ullmann (96-1:295 ,7-2002). 

7. Gal. De Pulsibus Libellus ad Tirones. Galen (1821-33, 8:484). Hunayn: 

EU ww Y. Ullmann (2002-7, 2:31-33, 3:55-56). 

8. Ex oun touton ton prophaseon hë ton onomaton chrēsis tarachtheisa kai ten ton pragmaton epita- 
rattei gnosin. Hosautos de kai peri xērou kai hugrou ton onomaton sugxuthenton kai he ton pragmaton 
gnosis sunexuthé. Hunayn: 

ND kl ml EWA, RS Lede äi Jia esas LJ. Gal. De Simplicium Medicamen- 
torum Temperamentis ac Facultatibus 3.12. Galen (1821-33, 11:569), Ullmann (2002-7, 3:176). 

9. Garofalo (1997, 15). 

10. Anamnésthomen d' eis ta paronia chresimos kai ton en tei peri iatrikon onomaton pragmateia 
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conceptual vocabulary revealed by this translation choice matches the three- 
part division that we encountered in the previous example. There are words and 
things, and then there are those mental contents that result from the input pro- 
vided by language. Hunayn or his nephew read the Greek and then wrote ma ānī. 
They read a combination of Greek words that Liddell and Scott tell us is also 
found in Sophocles (d. 406 B.c.): chē logos sēmainetē (translated variously as 
"now let your speech signal your meaning” or "you may tell your story”) and 
that is clearly about forming a speech act to communicate ones meaning." Galen 
had certainly read Sophocles, and it is possible that Hunayn or his nephew had 
too. (Maria Mavroudi has shown that Sophocles was read by Hunayns fellow 
Christians in ninth-century Iraq.)^ What is interesting for us is that in Sophocles’ 
literary moment he seems to want to stress the process by which ideas are con- 
sciously turned into words (facts, lies, and silence are in play; Deianeira is telling 
the Messenger he can now speak freely). It is fun to imagine that this line was 
on Hunayn’s mind when he used the Arabic word ma ānī for Galen's dry injunc- 
tion about the same process of turning ideas into words. In a more prosaic final 
example, when the Archbishop of Constantinople Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 390) 
proscribed that his order wear shoes and crutches like old men, the tenth-cen- 
tury Christian Arabic translator rendered presbutikos baktéreuontes as “crutches 
according to the ma'nà of an old man?” In the mind of the translator, this was an 
idiomatic and appropriate Arabic phrase that could do the work done in English 
by "like": think of an old man, and then you will know what kind of crutches we 
are talking about. 

These six Greek words (theoria, pragma, semaino, tropos, paraphoros, and pres- 
butikos) were all translated (or in the case of paraphoros and presbutikos, trans- 
lated in part) by ma‘nd. The choice we have now is whether to shoehorn these 
ma ‘dni into a word such as “meanings,” or to force them into a neologism such as 
"mental contents? The decision to make six different words into one single word 
has already been made by the ninth- and tenth-century translators; the question 
before us now is how to do justice to that Classical Arabic choice. Our primary 
task in this book is the translation of the Classical Arabic conceptual vocabulary, 
not the Greek one. Greek simply helps us see what Arabic was doing. Translation 
will be the subject of the next chapter. Here, I would just like to note that if we were 
to choose “meanings,” then these six Greek words would represent a set of usages 
that does not match how we use the word “meaning” in English. The advantage 


11. Soph. Trachiniae 345. Translations: Richard Jebb and Robert Torrance via Perseus Digital Library. 
12. Mavroudi (2015, 329-30). 
13. Gregory of Nazianzus (2001, 136). Arabic: 
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of "mental content” is that it is an awkward neologism that makes us ask exactly 
what the Arabic word ma nā was doing. It also helps us identify that some sort of 
content is in play, and provisionally locate that content in the mind. 


IN BOOK TITLES 


Some usages of ma‘nd and its plural ma ānī were so well-established by the elev- 
enth century that they appeared in the titles of books and the slogans of polemi- 
cists. They fit the same patterns of usage we have encountered in the translations 
from Greek, and could just as well be rendered in English as “mental content? Once 
again, the awkward nature of the resultant translations will remind us that these are 
genres and controversies that we just do not have in the histories of Anglophone or 
European theology, literary criticism, or grammar. And yet they were fundamen- 
tal to the conceptual vocabulary of eleventh-century Arabic, and therefore to the 
theoretical discussions that are the subject matter of this book. Eleventh-century 
scholars would have read a great many books that dealt with ma‘ani al-Qur' àn 
(“the ma'àni of the Quran”) or ma'àni as-si r (“the ma'ānī of poetry”), and they 
would have studied ma ānī an-nahw (“the ma'àni of grammar/syntax") at school. 

Let us start with the foundational text of the Quran, over three centuries distant 
when our four authors heard and read it but pedagogically, linguistically, episte- 
mologically, and rhetorically omnipresent in their intellectual lives. The idea that 
the Quran had contents, ma‘dni, was uncontroversial. And these contents were 
assumed to be located in the mind; they were mental contents. Unsurprisingly, 
the question of whose mind the contents of the Quran were in was theologically 
problematic, and we will confront it in chapters 4 and 5. But no one would have 
disagreed with the statement that the Quran was full of ma'nà. Perhaps the most 
famous book to enshrine this principle in a title was Abū Zakariyah al-Farra’’s 
(d. 822) Ma‘ani al-Qur'àn. As we have the text today, al-Farra’’s work starts with 
a transmission note from one of his students, who wrote that this was “a book 
containing the ma'ānī of the Quran" that al-Farrā had dictated from memory 
starting in the early Tuesday and Friday mornings of the month of Ramadan 
in the year 818. The teacher's opening words were: "Exegesis of the problematic 
desinential inflections of the Quran and its ma'ānī begins with the transmission 
consensus that the alif in the basmalah is elided” This is an orthographic state- 
ment about the opening phrase of the Quran known as the basmalah (bi-smillāhi 
r-rahmāni r-rahim, "In the name of God, the merciful, the beneficent”) and how 
it is written down. According to al-Farra’, the reason that Quranic orthography 
omitted the upright stroke of the letter alif was that the basmalah was a place in 
the Quran so well known that a reader would never be "ignorant of the ma nā of 
the alif.” It was, after all, a customary linguistic trait among the Arabs to whom 
the Quran was revealed that abbreviation and elision were practiced ^when the 
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ma nā was known?" There is no doubt here that ma nā is the mental content of 
speech, nor that this mental content is what is at stake when guestions of orthog- 
raphy or grammar are under consideration. The single letter alif has a ma‘nd so 
well known in a certain phrase that its physical representation on the page may 
be omitted. A book such as that of al-Farra’, largely concerned with the accurate 
reading of the Quranic text and the discussion of dialectical variations therein, 
would therefore accurately be given the title "Mental Contents of the Quranic 
Text? The word ma'nà appears a great deal in the book; the lessons al-Farrà' dic- 
tated often consist of a paraphrase of the mental content of a certain word, or a 
statement that two words have the same or different mental contents, all backed up 
with evidence from sources including Arab poets, lexicographers of Arabic, and 
his own authorial judgment. And it was not just single words and letters that had 
mental contents; whole phrases or verses did too. The phrase "If God willed it, he 
would depart with their hearing" (Quran 2:20, al-Baqarah) is therefore explained 
by al-Farra’ as “the mental content, and God knows best, is that if God willed it 
he would make their hearing go away" The rhetorical thrust of the verse stays 
the same; the mental content is stable (albeit al-Farrà' piously eschews confidence 
in his interpretation), and only the syntax changes. We will return to syntax and 
ma'àni with a vengeance in chapter 7. 

If the ma'ānī of the Quran could be the mental contents occasioned by both 
letters and whole verses, so a book on “the mental contents of the Quran" could 
include more than the lexicographical and orthographical notes of al-Farrà'. 
Writing in tenth-century Egypt, Abü Ča far Muhammad an-Nahhàs (d. 950) 
started his Ma ani al-Qur’ an by saying that the book would also include explana- 
tion of the Quran’s rare words, juridical prescriptions, and verses that abrogated 
other verses, all based on scholarly precedent from religious and lexicographical 
authority. But what was at stake in all these subgenres of Quranic study was the 
ma ‘dni of the Quran—the mental contents it contained. An-Nahhas was interested 
in desinential inflections only insofar as they were needed to grasp the manā, and 
when he wanted (taking part in a long-standing debate)” to stress the Arabness of 
the Quranic language, he wrote that “the mental contents of the Quran are found 
only through the Arabic lexicon." 
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After this Ouranic introduction (more valuable detail and references can be 
found in Andrew Rippin),” it makes sense that multiple genres of pre-eleventh- 
century scholarship would produce books that dealt with the range of mental 
contents, ma ānī, occasioned in authors’ and readers minds when each genre 
of text was read. And while a comprehensive survey is beyond our scope here, 
a cursory review of the lists of book titles in Fuat Sezgin' bibliographic survey 
of pre-eleventh-century works bears out this conclusion. Sezgin's volumes deal- 
ing with Quranic sciences, Hadith, poetry, grammar, and lexicography list nearly 
a hundred books with ma'nā in their title. Their contents are of course not all 
the same: the mental content produced by poetry is not the same as the men- 
tal content produced by prophetic Hadith, nor are all the disciplines identical 
in their preoccupations. But they are all using ma nā in the same stable way. So 
when Abū Ga‘far Muhammad at-Tahàwi (d. 933) wrote, in response to requests 
from his companions, a substantial collection of Hadith designed to defend that 
corpus from its critics, it became known as Kitab Ma'ānī al-Atàr— Ihe Book 
of the Mental Contents of Prophetic Traditions.* When Ibn Qutaybah (d. 889) 
wrote his Kitab al-Ma ānī al-Kabir fi Abyāt al-Ma'ānī (The Big Book of Ma ānī 
Dealing with Ma'ānī Verses), which is also known as Ma ‘ani aš-Ši'r (The Ma'ānī 
of Poetry), he was producing a set of explanations of selected verses from the 
canon of Arabic poetry, the words of which might not have been familiar to his 
urban Baghdadi audience.” He spent a great deal of time explaining the ma‘nd of 
descriptive terms used by poets from previous centuries, so the chapter on "Lines 
with Ma‘ani about the Hyena” starts with a single line from al-Kumayt b. Zayd 
al-Asadi (d. 743):?° 


Like the mother of ' Amir hiding away in her den, but the hunter has the rope. 
The wolf will provide for her family. 


One can imagine that this line was as obscure to a ninth-century Baghdadi bureau- 
crat as it may be to us. Ibn Qutaybah provides the mental content in a concise 
paragraph: the mother of ‘Amir is an alternative name for the hyena, an animal 
known for its stupidity, which is evinced by its habit of sticking to its den until its 
hind legs can be snared by the rope of a hunter who pretends to have abandoned 
the chase. Wolves have been known to raise the children of hyenas after the par- 
ents were hunted, and in some cases interbreed. Provided with this account of the 
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ma nā, the reader of Ibn Qutaybah is now equipped to use the line as an apt quota- 
tion in a literary performance (the process known as adab). 


The Quran, Hadith, and profane poetry all had ma ānī that could be recaptured 
and paraphrased by the scholars who worked to interpret them. Language was 
the interface between the mental contents of authors and readers. It is there- 
fore unsurprising that language itself was analyzed using ma nā as a label for 
the functions and meanings behind the words themselves. Any discussion of 
the function of a certain particle in syntax, or the import of a certain tense or 
mood of a verb, or indeed the type of illocutionary force intended by a speaker 
would be a matter of ma'nā. As we will see, al-Gurģānīs poetics was at heart 
a theory of syntax, and the ingredients of syntax were ma ānī. This was not a 
controversial terminological assumption. For example, when al-Gur3ani’s pre- 
decessor in the canon of great grammarians, Abū al-Qàsim az-Zaģšāģī (d. ca. 
949), wrote a book about the grammatical functions of particles, he called it 
Ma'àni al-Hurüf (The Ma ānī of Particles). The first four particles dealt with 
were "at; 
Arabic words, explaining the semantic load of each word and how it functioned 
in Arabic syntax.” 

Ma'nā was the word used to describe what happened in peoples heads when 
they were faced with language. And seeing as the Quran, Hadith, and poetry were 
all made up of language, ma‘nd was also the word used to describe what happened 
in peoples heads when they interacted with those texts. 


' “all? “some,” and “like,” and az-Zaģčāģī then continued for another 133 


IN THE ARABIC DICTIONARY 


The Arabic lexicographical tradition, as we will see in chapter 4, was itself a map 
of usage and precedent. What did the authors of dictionaries say about ma nā? 
As was the case with all the words that existed in Arabic, a lexicon became firmly 
established during the first four centuries of Arabic scholarship, and the etymolog- 
ical relationships between words were delineated and argued over with reference 
both to the canon of pre-Islamic poetry and to anthropological lexical fieldwork 
among nomadic Arabic tribes. The word ma‘nd was no exception. The lexicogra- 
phers went to work on it just as they went to work on every other Arabic word in 
their vast, ever-expanding, mutually referencing dictionaries and manuals of mor- 
phology. And in David Larsens recent article, we have a comprehensive engage- 
ment with both the lexicographers' work and the uses of ma nā in early poetry on 
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which they drew. He concludes, inter alia, that “outward exposure of inner content 
is one of ma nā's master metaphors?” 

The first lexical question was what part of speech, what type of noun, ma'nā 
was. On the face of it, ma'nà could be either a masdar (a quasi-verbal event noun) 
or a noun of place. These two parts of speech are in the case of the word ma'nà 
indistinguishable, so one could choose to read ma nā as either the act of aiming 
or the place of aiming. Larsen and I might be tempted to prefer the latter, but 
al-Gurģānī, himselfa grammarian, wrote a voluminous commentary on his teach- 
er’s study of morphology, in which he concluded that in such cases the masdar is 
the starting point from which the noun of place derives. (The masdar was also, 
according to Gerhard Endress, the morphological form used most often to trans- 
late abstract and universal concepts from Greek.) Al-Gurģānīs general statement 
is backed up in the specific case of the word ma'nà by a scholar specializing in 
fine-grained lexical distinctions, Abū Hilal al-‘ Askari (d. ca. 1010), who confirmed 
that while ma‘nd looked like it could be a noun of place, it was indeed a masdar.^* 

But what did the lexicographers say that verb from which ma'nā derived 
meant? One of their traditional etymological starting points, the Quran, provided 
little assistance. Neither the word ma nā, nor the root from which it is derived 
(‘-n-y) appears in the Quran, although Larsen has interrogated the appearance of 
the related root ‘-n-w at Quran 20:111 (Ta Hà), noted the appearance of *-n-y ina 
variant reading of Quran 80:37 (' Abasa), and supplied the word's Hebrew cognate 
(maneh from the same ‘-n-y root.)” The word hagīgah does not appear either, 
although the root /-q-q is used by the Quran to talk about truth a great deal. 

In the work of Abü al-Husayn Ahmad Ibn Faris (d. 1004) we read a synthesis 
of the work of the previous four centuries of lexicographers that tells us that the 
ma nā ofa thing is what you get when that thing is tested, or the basic default state 
ofa thing (via al-Halil b. Ahmad, d. 786), or the purpose ofa thing that is revealed 
when you look for it (via Abū ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Ziyad Ibn al-A 'ràbi, d. ca. 
846). In the absence of Quranic precedent, the sources adduced by Ibn Faris to 
prove his reading are nomadic Arabic prose and poetry, in which the verb from 
which ma nā derives (ana) is used for the putting forth of plants (by the earth) or 
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water (by a waterskin). In a representative piece of eleventh-century lexicon con- 
struction, Ibn Fàris used the Umayyad poetry of Du ar-Rummah (d. 735) to claim 
this etymological origin for ma'nà: what the land would produce." An origin that 
would give land content, just as language has content. 


IN THE OPENING SENTENCE OF THE FIRST 
ARABIC BOOK 


Let us leave the accounts of the lexicographers here. We will return to the concep- 
tual importance of the lexicon in chapter 4, and here I would like to turn back to 
usage. I do not want to cede control of the game to the lexicographers in the first 
innings! The first complete extant book we have in Arabic, a book given simply 
the name al-Kitab (The Book), uses the word ma nā in its very first sentence. The 
author of this foundational study of grammar was Sibawayh, a Persian speaker 
working in Basra, in southern Iraq, and the opening statement of his book was that 
“language is the noun, the verb, and the particle that comes for a ma nā, neither 
noun nor verb? It is highly instructive to note that the commentary traditions 
response to this somewhat gnomic statement was not to ask what ma‘nd meant; it 
was rather to ask exactly what this category of “particle” was and then use ma'nā 
to explain the different theoretical options.” The commentators also asked exactly 
what the word I have translated as "language" meant; al-kalim was a rare plural of 
al-kalimah, “word, and they disagreed about the significance of Sibawayh’s word 
choice (in English we tend to say “language” at times like this, but “language” is 
an English word not exactly replicable in Arabic, where we find the words lisān 
(“tongue”), kalām (“speech”), luģah (“lexicon”), qawl ("speech act/statement"), and 
more.*° 

The word ma nā was in play during Sibawayh's foundational Arabic answer to 
the question I am phrasing as “What is language?” And as he tried to explain what 
Sibawayh had meant, Abū Sa‘id as-Sirafi (d. 979) asked himself how one would 
answer this question: “Why did Sibawayh say, ‘and the particle that comes for a 
ma nā, when we know that nouns and verbs also come for ma dani?” The assump- 
tion in this short snatch of dialectic is clear: as-Sīrāfīs readers are already familiar 
with the word ma nā; everyone knows how to use it. Nouns, verbs, and particles 
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all have ma ānī. It is the word to use when talking in Arabic about what language 
is and how language works. It is core conceptual vocabulary. 

What was as-Siraffs answer to his own question, and how did he explain 
Sibawayh' use of the word ma nā? It should come as no surprise that an answer to 
a question about ma nā, posed in terms of the functioning of ma‘nd, should itself 
consist of a statement about how ma'nà worked. As-Sīrāfī said that the ma ānī 
of particles (which we encountered with az-Zaģģāģī above) consisted only of 
acts of negation, affirmation, and connection between nouns and verbs, both of 
which had their own ma'ānī. These ma'àni in nouns and verbs were different, 
existed integrally to each such word, and could be recaptured through paraphrase 
in answer to the question "What is...?” The function of particles could also, of 
course, be recaptured through paraphrase, but the ma'ānī of particles could be 
reasoned only alongside the ma'àni of the nouns or verbs to which they referred, 
whereas the ma ‘ani of nouns or verbs stood on their own and could be used as the 
basis for further reasoning. As-Sīrāfīs explanation of Sibawayh’s gnomic reference 
to a mental content on account of which particles are used was that, for exam- 
ple, the conjunction "from" is used for a mental content that could be defined as 
"dividing a part from a whole" and that relied on the mental content ofthe noun or 
verb being divided. One couldn't reason the mental content of "from" without rea- 
soning the mental content of what it was from.* What we can see here is some of 
the contours of a grammatical-logical framework that has one foot in Aristotelian 
logic and the other in Sibawayhs descriptive linguistics. This is a combination that 
was born out of polemical struggles between logicians and grammarians in the 
tenth century (see Peter Adamson and Key), and it would be finally resolved in 
the eleventh century, as we will see in chapters 6 and 7. At this stage in the book I 
wish only to highlight the centrality of ma nā to the discussion and its stability as 
an item of conceptual vocabulary in constant and widespread use. 


IN A WORK OF LEXICAL THEORY 


Abū Hilal al-' Askarī (d. ca. 1010, on whom see George Kanazi and Beatrice 
Gruendler) was a lexicographer and literary critic who wrote a book of lexical 
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definitions. The stated aim of that work was to clarify the differences between 
ma ‘dni that were close to each other and thereby dismantle the concept of syn- 
onymy.^ It was a work of fine semantic distinctions that dealt with both the inher- 
ited lexicon of classical and scriptural precedent and with the living scholarly and 
ordinary language of the late tenth and early eleventh century: "the vocal forms of 
the jurists, the theologians, and all the rest of people's conversations?” He gave an 
account of how around twelve hundred pairs of words each differed in their mean- 
ing: “the difference between mental contents that are close to each other” One 
such pair of words was, happily for us, ma'nà and haqiqah. 

Before we come to Abū Hilāl's detailed discussion of ma'nā and haqiqah we 
need to explain what he meant by “vocal forms” Ma'nà was an established and 
commonplace word for the mental content that could be accessed and expressed 
through language. It was primarily cognitive and resided in peoples minds. The 
linguistic expression of these mental contents was then a separate category, lafz 
(plural alfaz), and the two terms very often sat in opposition to each other. Lafz 
can be translated as "vocal form, *verbal form” "vocal/verbal expression” or 
"utterance.” I have invariably chosen "vocal form” to avoid confusion in English 
with the grammatical category of “verb” and as a nudge toward the omnipres- 
ence of the binary—vocal form / mental content—even when only one side of it is 
mentioned: vocal form / mental content. Lafz also tended to stand, in theoretical 
discussions about language, for both spoken and written expression. 

Lafz was the real-world extramental existence of language, whether the vibra- 
tion of the air produced by human vocal cords or the marks on the page pro- 
duced by humans’ pens. This notion of physical impact matches the standard 
definitions of lafz in the Arabic lexicon: a lafz is literally the act of ejecting some- 
thing from one’s mouth. The additional distinction between word and script 
was also available when necessary, laid out, for example, in the ninth century 
by al-Gahiz (Aba ‘Utman ‘Amr b. Bahr, d. 868 and a dominant literary voice 
of the ninth century and beyond). His taxonomy of communication famously 
identified five forms that could accurately indicate mental contents: vocal form, 
physical gesture, dactylonomy, writing, and context/performance (this last cat- 
egory reflected the way we may say that the presence of a corpse, or a building, 
“speaks volumes").? 
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Abū Hilal started his 232-word entry on ma nā and haqiqah with the statement 
that "ma nā is intent, the specific intent with which a speech act happens (the 
lexical ma nā of the word ‘speech may be: ‘that to which intent attaches itself?) 
Hagīgah, on the other hand, is a speech act that is lexically placed according to its 
assigned place in the lexicon” This is Abū Hilal saying that ma nā and haqiqah 
are linguistic categories: the intent behind a speech act and the lexical accuracy 
of a speech act. I will return to the lexicon and these categories in chapter 4. Abü 
Hilal then provides the morphology: ma‘nd is a masdar from the root ‘-n-y. Next, 
he turns to theology to make the argument that ma'nà is a word for a human 
linguistic category, albeit one that can point toward God: *ma'nà is our hearts 
intending what we intend to say. And what we intend is the ma‘nd. God is there- 
fore [if we intend him] the ma nā.” Abū Hilal understood ma'nā as an internal 
human process of intent, one that had its fulfillment in a speech act. If a human 
being wanted to talk about God, then God would be the ma'nā of the resultant 
speech act. But Abū Hilāl acknowledged that there was a theological problem 
here, one that had been identified by the oft-cited and foundational early Basran 
Mu tazilī theologian Abū ‘Ali al-Gubba’i (d. 915): “God cannot be described as ‘a 
ma'nà.'"* God may have been what people wanted to talk about, but he could not 
actually be in peoples hearts, subject to their intentions. He could be the ma'nīy 
(“the thing intended,” a passive participle of the same ‘-n-y root, less commonly 
used) but nota ma'nā.** An accurate account of the situation would recognize that 
the ma'nà was the human beings intent, not the divinity itself. After all, wrote Abü 
Hilal, were one to say, "I intend to say, ‘Zayd’” or ^I wanted to talk about him, then 
one would not actually be conjuring up Zayd's presence. Mental content is not the 
same thing as extramental existence.” 


pu 2 xu ge Al-Gahiz (1960, 1:76.10f, 78.1f). Cf. Behzadi (2009, 62f), Miller (forthcoming). 
Dactylonomy is the practice of counting on the fingers. 
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By this point, Abū Hilal has used the words ma'nà and haqiqah to make state- 
ments in two different ways. He used them as subjects in definitional statements: 
"ma'nà is intent" and "haqiqah is use according to lexical precedent.” But he has 
also used the same two words as tools to explain how his language is working. 
When he said that the dictionary definition of "speech" can be "that to which 
intent attaches itself? he said, "the ma'nā of speech is that. . ? (“the mental content 
of the word ‘speech’ is that . . ") And when he explained al-Gubba’i’s theological 
statement, he said that "the haqiqah of this speech is that . . ? (“an accurate account 
of this speech is that . . ") These two words, ma'nā and haqiqah, are so omnipres- 
ent in any discussion about semantics that they do double work: they are used to 
explain themselves. 

After using al-Gubbā'ī and theology to clarify the boundary between the epis- 
temological and the ontological, Abü Hilal went on to consider examples from 
ordinary language usage of ma'nà and haqiqah. First of all, while people do say, 
"the ma nā of your speech is . . ” they do not say, “the ma nā of your movement 
is... People don't talk about gestures as having ma nā, but they do talk about 
words as having ma'nà. Abū Hilāls conscientious survey of ordinary language 
then led him to report that people do sometimes use ma‘nd to talk about nonlin- 
guistic events, for example in the phrase *your being admitted to see that person 
has no ma nā.” This is found elsewhere—for example, in his history of Baghdad 
Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfür (d. 893, on whom see Shawkat Toorawa)* reports a ninth- 
century insult: “You have no ma'nà in the palace of the caliph!” (Josef van Ess 
translates ma nā here as "function”)*> In order to negotiate the range of usages 
of the word ma'nā, Abū Hilal used the Arabic linguistic concept of semantic 
extension (fawassu'). Words have ma'nà, and by a process of semantic exten- 
sion, actions such as admittance into a powerful person's presence may, or may 
not, have ma'nà. This extension works because the phrase “your being admitted 
to see that person has no ma'nā” can be reconstructed as “your being admitted to 
see that person has no benefit that is worth mentioning in a speech act”** Having 
established the principle of semantic extension, Abü Hilal chose to make a dis- 
tinction between the way it applied to ma'nà and the way it applied to hagīgah. 
He thought that ordinary language exhibited more semantic extension for haqiqah 
than it did for ma nā.* Both categories were primarily used for language: speech 
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has cognitive mental content (manā) and things have lexically accurate accounts 
(hagīgah) given of them. But whereas the use of ma‘nd was largely restricted to 
cognition connected to language, the usage of hagīgah could slip further away 
from language into the description of things. 

Abū Hilāls final remark in the entry is directed with an admirable frankness 
toward the most liminal case of the usage of ma'nà: the qualities of things in what 
we may call theological physics. This is a usage that I address in detail at the end of 
this chapter, in the sections “Theology” and “Theologians (Mu'ammar)? What led 
Abü Hilal to consider this theological usage, despite his clear preference for mak- 
ing ma nā be only about language, was his report that in ordinary language we say, 
"the haqiqah of the movement is...” but we do not say, “the ma‘nd of the move- 
ment is. . ? The reason that we do not talk about movements as having ma ānī is, 
for Abū Hilal, that people have already called the movements themselves ma ānī: 
“They call the bodies and the accidents ma'àni." The people he was talking about 
were the theologians, and “accident” is an Aristotelian word for a nonessential 
quality or property of a thing. Abū Hilal thought that the reason movements were 
called ma‘ani was, again, the process of semantic extension, and he ended the 
entry with a reminder that such semantic extension is not an open-ended process: 
it cleaves to precedent.** 

Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Gabbar had used ma'nā in a very similar way when discuss- 
ing a theological question related to Abū Hilal’s: the legitimacy of describing God 
as a "thing? Where Abū Hilal had used ma'nā for the prelinguistic (or pre- and 
postlinguistic, in the case of an ongoing conversation between two people) cog- 
nition of speech acts, and of bodies, and of the accidental qualities of bodies, 
‘Abd al-Gabbar described how ma nà could be used for the prelinguistic cogni- 
tion of speech acts, and of things, and of actions undertaken by those things. 'Abd 
al-Gabbār wrote that “it is possible one could say about a fixed thing that it is a 
ma nā, just as we say that the act of combining things is a ma‘nd. According to this 
usage, it would be necessary to say that God is a ma nā.” Furthermore, just as Abū 
Hilal had explained the relationship between the speech-act usage of ma‘nd and 
the things/qualities-of-things usage as being one of semantic extension, so 'Abd 
al-Gabbār explained the relationship between the intent-of-speech-act usage and 
the things/actions-of-things usage as being a different kind of semantic extension 
(in his case "going beyond the lexicon;' maģāz, on which more below). 

"Abd al-Gabbār wrote, and here I am paraphrasing, that we can talk about 
both things and the act of combining things in the same way—as mental 
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content—because both are objects of thought about which we intend to talk. 
Furthermore, the word ma nā is used for the intent (gasd) behind speech acts, but 
it is also used, by a process of semantic assimilation, for the target of those speech 
acts (maqsad). But this does not work for God, and he cannot be called a mental 
content, although he can be the target of a speech act." ‘Abd al-Gabbār left it to 
his reader to infer the reason for this final step in the reasoning: God is an object of 
thought for whom no comparisons or connections are possible or permissible. We 
can hypothetically consider the logic of a statement that God is a mental content, 
but the theological ramifications are too problematic. This is exactly what hap- 
pened with Abū Hilāl. The linguistic description of God was carefully policed by 
theologians of all stripes. What Abū Hilal and ‘Abd al-Gabbar confirm here is that 
ma nā was used as a label for mental contents, for the things we hold in our minds 
and for the things to which we give names. The only limit on its usage and on its 
broad applicability to the things we think about was that it could not be easily used 
for the creator himself. 


ADHERENTS OF LAFZ, ADHERENTS OF MA‘NA, AND 
THE PURSUIT OF HAQIQAH 


Lafz and ma‘na, vocal form and mental content, were the primary categories for 
discussions of language and mind. They were not theories but, rather, core con- 
ceptual vocabulary items that contained shared assumptions about what mind 
and language were. No one disagreed with their existence; no one denied that lafz 
or manā existed. How, then, could these basic conceptual categories have sup- 
porters or be associated with controversies? How do we explain the existence of 
“adherents of mental contents” or “adherents of vocal forms” (ashāb al-ma ani 
and ashab al-lafz)? The answer is that ma‘nd had been used to do more than just 
theorize linguistic or hermeneutic processes. Al-Gahiz, while engaged in an argu- 
ment with Aristotle about frogs and fish and bemoaning the loss of knowledge to 
the vicissitudes of time, exclaimed that “it all comes down to the process of under- 
standing ma ‘ani, not vocal forms, and to the haqda’iq, not to the expressions used 
to describe them”** This is equivalent to us saying about Aristotle today, “It’s the 
ideas and getting them right that matters!” The pairing of ma‘nd and lafz was char- 
acterized by opposition: an adherent of ma‘nd would by definition be opposed to 
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an adherent of lafz, just as the ma‘nd of a sentence was by definition not the same 
as its lafz. The utility of the distinction between mental content and vocal form was 
that it was a binary. 

The other word that al-Gahiz used, hagīgah, was not on either side of this 
binary, but rather described the nature of the relationship between the two. Let 
us briefly address it here. Haqiqah was used to denote the accuracy of a mental 
content, whether with regard to a vocal form in language, or with regard to extra- 
mental reality. Its plural form, hagā ig, was therefore “accuracies” or “accurate 
accounts.” In al-Gahiz’s exclamation, this “getting it right” was exactly what mat- 
tered. This usage was common across all disciplines, and having access to haqiqah 
or the haqá'iq was universally understood as a good thing. Ar-Ragib used the 
plural form in this way in his exegesis, as did Ibn Fūraks pupil al-Oušayrī some 
decades later. Ar-Rāģib: "This is the interpretation of the righteous forefathers, 
and of the owners of the haqa’iq who know the haqiqah of the soul referred to in 
this Hadith and its corporeal substance, but as for the later Mu tazilah . . ? We are 
not concerned here with ar-Ragibs subsequent take on Mu tazilī interpretations 
of Hadith and Quran, but rather the way he uses haqiqah and haqá' iq for accuracy 
and truth in this guotation.* The phrase “accurate accounts of things" (haqá' iq 
al-umür or haqá' iq al-ašyā ) was a common description of the target of philhel- 
lenic philosophy, and “accuracies” were the divine truths available through Sufism: 
les réalités spirituelles (Paul Nwyia translating Abū al-Husayn an-Nūrī, d. 907).°° In 
a recent and posthumously published article, Heinrichs identified the same con- 
stellation of usage for haqiqah across early theology and Sufism, as well as the way 
hagīgah functioned in a pairing with magaz.* In the tenth-century diagrammatic 
classification of the sciences by Ibn Farigün, knowledge itself is defined as being 
“of things and their haqa’iq.”® The phrase hagā ig al-umür could be successfully 
rendered in English as "the essential nature of things" (Gutas) or "the profound 
realities" (Mohamed Arkoun, both translating Abū Alī Miskawayh, d. 1030).? But 
when Arabic scholars in and before the eleventh century wanted to talk about 
truth and reality, they did not reach for a Latinate word meaning "deep" or for a 
logical category ( "profound" and “essential,” respectively). Instead they reached for 
the conceptual vocabulary that is the subject of this book: it was mental contents 
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that mattered, and accurate accounts of them that needed to be pursued: ma ānī 
and hagā iq, respectively. 

Ma'nā and hagīgah were used to describe and dignify the pursuit of truth, 
and this is how, as terms that could bear such value, they were used to structure 
controversies and hierarchies across many genres of scholarship. They were key 
components of a conceptual vocabulary that we can throw into relief by com- 
paring it with how we use words like *meaning" in English. We use the phrase 
"theory of meaning" for a linguistic and philosophical account of reference and 
the connections between language and mind. But we also use “meaning” as a term 
laden with value: “a personal search for meaning in life" or, conversely, “a mean- 
ingless pursuit? This combination is comparable to the Arabic use of ma'nà and 
haqiqah in both accounts of reference and in the pursuit of broad philosophical 
and divine truths. 

But we do not, in English, have "adherents of meaning" In Arabic, that label 
did exist: ashāb al-ma ānī. Who were they? In the sections that follow, I review the 
major debates and controversies that took ma ānī and alfāz as their labels. In liter- 
ary criticism and theology the binary opposition of lafz and ma'nà came to stand 
for both positions and methodological approaches. This was a scholarly tradition 
that often turned to the vocabulary of linguistic structures in order to explain all 
kinds of epistemological and ontological debates, and that loved nothing more 
than to schematize and curate its own disagreements. There were adherents of lafz 
and ma nā in arguments about the methodology of literary criticism, in debates 
about society that used /afz and ma'nà to label variant political philosophies, in 
analyses of syntax, in theological-hermeneutical arguments, and in dialectics on 
the philosophy of action that used ma‘nd to explain cognition and physics. I will 
very briefly deal with each of these in turn, dipping into debates across a range of 
disciplines in order to highlight representative uses of the word ma nā. 


Literary Criticism 


When eleventh-century literary critics argued about sound versus meaning in 
Arabic, they used the vocabulary of lafz and ma'nà as a way to draw distinctions 
between words and ideas. They were the primary vocabulary used to discuss how 
language worked. This does not mean that these arguments resulted in complete 
agreement about whether a certain poetic technique should be associated with 
lafz or with ma'nà; the matter of paronomasia, for example, could be considered 
a question of lafz, since the sound of the words was the location of the assonance 
or alliteration, but it could also be considered a matter of ma nā. This was because 
when the mental contents associated with those vocal forms did not align and 
interact, the paronomasia would be to little effect (for reviews of such disagree- 
ments and the usage of the terms, see Ihsan ‘Abbas, Lidia Bettini, Kamal Abu Deeb, 
Wolfhart Heinrichs, Djamel Eddine Kouloughli, and, from the eleventh-century 
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itself, Abu "Alī Ahmad al-Marzūgī, d. 1030)5* But however much literary critics 
disagreed, the same core conceptual vocabulary of lafz and ma'nà was in play. 
The two terms were always in the same relationship to each other, and they can 
always be translated as “vocal form" and “mental content? The conversation about 
form and content is not, of course, unique to Classical Arabic. To take an example 
almost at random, Susan Sontag advocated in the late twentieth century for "essays 
which reveal the sensuous surface of art without mucking about in it? Was she 
calling for a focus on lafz as opposed to manā? The problem is that the binary was 
constituted differently in her Anglophone theory and in al-Gahiz or al-Gurģānīs 
Classical Arabic theory. Sontag wanted to "cut back content" because the mechani- 
cal drive to retrieve it leads us to ignore the sensory, and sensual, experience of 
form.” Some Arabic theory did use ma'nà in this way: the Quran was on some 
accounts inimitable because it communicated mental content, subject matter, 
known only to God. Others argued that such a position missed the unique beauty 
of the Qurans linguistic structure, its form. But here the two genealogically uncon- 
nected theories part ways: Sontag invested her form with erotics, whereas Arabic 
read its form as grammar. (In chapter 7 we will see how grammar, just like erotics, 
could lead to beauty.) 


Politics and Society 


The relationship between vocal form and mental content was often, in the ninth 
and tenth centuries, a proxy for broader critical discussions of the nature and pur- 
pose of literature. Perhaps the most famous moment came when al-Gahiz cited 
the opinion that mental contents were merely strewn in the street and accessible 
to the masses and foreigners, whereas vocal forms were the true site of eloquence 
and linguistic skill. When it came to assessing Arabic eloquence, word choice 
and poetic meter reigned supreme. This passage was so famous that al-Gurgani 
included an extended reading of it in the opening discussions of the Asrār, a read- 
ing that showed al-Gahiz to be privileging the interaction of mental contents over 
the interactions of a rhyme scheme (cf. Jeannie Miller). Elsewhere, however, 
al-Gàhiz presented his readers with a conflicting opinion, arguing that true elo- 
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guence was effective communication. The ultimate test of communication was to 
communicate elite mental contents to the masses, clothing them along the way 
with the intermediaries of correct vocal forms. He wrote that a noble mental con- 
tent simply deserved a noble vocal form.* In these contradictory positions, ethi- 
cal and political arguments about literature and eloquence were at stake. Mental 
content was either tarred by its association with the street or reified as elite truth. 
In these passages, al-Gāhiz was not concerned with the structure of language, nor 
with mechanisms of signification or reference; rather, he was using the words lafz 
and ma nā as labels for vectors of concern to him in ninth-century Iraq, and he 
was not alone in doing so. The question as to whether Arabic eloquence should 
enable elites to communicate with the masses or whether in fact it enabled elites to 
separate themselves from the masses was a political issue. 

The Ihwan as-Safa' (a mysterious group of tenth-century authors)” took the 
pairing in a slightly different direction. For them, the inarticulate masses and elo- 
quent elites both understood mental contents (equivalent to al-Gahiz’s “strewn 
in the street"). However, women, children, and the masses then falsely located 
eloquence in the sweet and pure sounds of words. The Ihwān considered such 
popular assumptions to be false, and thought that not everything that sounded 
nice was eloquent. Bawdy songs, for example, were mental contents with no 
accuracy: ma ānī with no haqīqah sung by drunkards and children. The men- 
tal contents that the Ihwān did care about were ļagīgah: accurate praise that 
was actually deserved by its recipient, balanced on a happy medium by equally 
legitimate criticism. The language they valued communicated these ma dni effec- 
tively, and effective communication was important because the stakes were high: 
ma ‘ani were principles first conceived in the soul with precision, but alfāz (vocal 
forms) were for the Ihwān base matter; ma'àni were like souls and alfāz like bod- 
ies. What troubled the Ihwan here was not the relationship between language 
and mind, nor indeed the question of how to determine eloquence. When they 
thought about mental content they felt threatened by women and children having 
access to mental content in the same way as they did, because everybody used 
speech to communicate. For elitists with a spiritual and emancipatory project 
this was a problem, and the Ihwān solved it by using haqiqah as a claim of accu- 
racy that separated their own true, accurate, spiritually achieved ma ānī from the 
base ideas expressed by their inferiors in drunken song. When the Ihwan spoke, 
they described the result with the words ma‘nd and haqiqah, loading both words 
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with ethical and political values. Their speech was accurate communication of a 
mental content. When everyone else spoke, it was the noise of animals, madmen, 
drunkards, children, and women. 


Linguistics 

Al-Gahiz used the pairing of lafz and ma'nà to discuss the position of Arabic 
eloquence between elites and masses, and the Ihwan used the same pairing to rein- 
force their own elite status. These ethical and political polemics about literature 
and society proved frustrating for scholars who wanted to focus on the mechanics 
of how language worked. If language itself was the subject of inquiry, it was pain- 
fully obvious that vocal form and mental content worked together and that they 
were only separated and given priority over each other in the service of polemic. 
Ibn Ginni (Abū al-Fath Utmān, d. 1002) wrote against the idea that the lafz-ma nā 
pairing could be meaningfully separated. The fact that vocal forms were important 
did not mean that the mental content being communicated was irrelevant. Vocal 
forms were simply the way to get a point across. For example, one might make a 
proverb rhyme so it could be remembered, in which case the vocal form of the 
proverb would impact the reception of its mental content.” Al-Gurģānī was frus- 
trated by these discussions too, and by the imprecision of the trope, invoked by 
even Ibn Ginni, that vocal forms were the servants of mental contents. Al-Gurgani 
wanted to map the connections between language and cognition but was forced to 
deal with ethical polemics and metaphorical or theologically motivated explana- 
tions that he thought were subject to misinterpretation. I do not mean to imply 
that al-Gurģānīs frustration is evidence of any inconsistency between the polemi- 
cal use of lafz and ma'nà in al-Gahiz or the Ihwàn and the linguistic use of lafz 
and ma‘nd in Ibn Ginni and al-Gurģānī. In all cases the pairing referred to the 
same two levels of physical linguistic vocal form and cognitive mental content. 
But Ibn Ginni and al-Gurģānī were more concerned with how the levels interacted 
than with one level being "better" than the other. From this perspective the very 
opposition of the two levels was unproductive: both were prima facie involved in 
language. 

Ibn Ginni and al-Gurgani used the pairing of lafz and ma'nā to explain syntax. 
Al-Gahiz and the Ihwān used the same pairing to label political dynamics, in effect 
thinking of language politics in terms of language itself. To understand this differ- 
ence, we may imagine an author using "signifier" and "signified" in an article on 
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how good Barack Obamas rhetoric was. I use this thought experiment to suggest 
three things: that the use of linguistic categories outside linguistic disciplines was 
more prevalent in pre-eleventh-century Arabic than it is in twenty-first-century 
English, that this breadth of usage does not imply any dissonance in meaning, 
and that this breadth of usage could give a literary-critical flavor to conversations 
about politics, society, and more. 


Theology 


My next example of precedent comes from theology and the definition of “mono- 
theism" (tawhid). A famous late-tenth-century scholar, Abü Hayyan at-Tawhidi 
(d. 1023), was reviewing definitions of core conceptual vocabulary that had been 
provided by his teacher Abū Sulayman as-Siģistānī (d. ca. 985, on whom see Joel 
Kraemer).* The definition comprised a belief in God's oneness together with a 
verbal profession of God's oneness. At-Tawhidi reported that as-Siģistānī, after 
this definition, had gone on to explain that when he said, “a person professed God's 
unity,” he was referring not to a simple verbal profession, but to a thoroughgoing 
conception ofthe unity of God that went beyond denials of polytheism to conceive 
of an unblemished, unqualified, and indescribable essence captured by the phrase 
“he is one alone; he alone is one” That essence was a ma nā, and as mental content 
the power of the phrase should not, as-Siģistānī said, be located in its syntactic 
symmetry, “as is the habit of the adherents of lafz.”* The words “he is one alone; 
he alone is one" are not theologically salient because of their repetition and inver- 
sion (an antimetabole), but rather because of the deep mental content they convey. 
What we have here is the use of the pairing of vocal form and mental content to 
privilege mental content and denigrate critical focus on the level of vocal form. It 
seems that the methodology from which as-Siģistānī and at- Tawhidi wanted to 
distinguish themselves was a literary-critical approach to theology: the adherents 
of lafz are accused of having located the theological force of "he is one alone; he 
alone is one" in the antimetabole itself. 

Just like the Ihwān, as-Siģistānī used the pairing of vocal form and mental 
content to privilege the latter. When he said "adherents of lafz,” he meant people 
whose readings were not to be trusted. What then might it mean to have adherents 
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of ma'nā? What implications might such a phrase convey? On the one hand it 
could be used to describe interpretation (whether criticism of poetry or exegesis 
of scripture) that focused on the meaning behind the words. It could also be used 
for poets who aimed primarily at complex metaphor (Ibn Tabātabā, d. 815, quoted 
by al-Marzūgī).** But the phrase "adherents of ma nā” had a specific theological 
history. It was perhaps first used to refer to a group of theologians who subscribed 
to a doctrine proposed by the ninth-century theologian Mu'ammar b. ‘Abbad 
(d. 830) about the functioning of things he called ma ānī. This is a doctrine that 
deserves its own special section, which is up next. I have deliberately left it to the 
end of my survey of precedents despite the inversion of chronology this involves: 
Mu'ammar's ma'àni need to be read in the context of everyone else's. 

Let us return to al-Gāhiz. His work engaged with theology on such a deep and 
systematic level as to make the distinction between literature and theology mean- 
ingless (see Millers review of James Montgomery), and he wrote that the Quranic 
statement "God taught Adam all the names" meant that God taught Adam "all the 
ma ānī” (Quran 2:31, al-Bagarah, on which see further below). But al-Gahiz then 
went on to say that by ma ānī he did not mean “the constitution of colors, tastes, 
and smells, or the multiplications of finite and infinite numbers? He was clearly 
sensitive to the fact that ma'nà was used both for the mental contents connected 
to words and for the mental contents that result from cognition of either the qual- 
ities of physical bodies or the components of arithmetic. Al-Gahiz then wrote: 
“The only way to name those mental contents that exceed the bounds of what is 
required or go beyond the limit of a description is to enter them into the sphere of 
knowledge and say, ‘a thing and a ma'nā.”** Al-Gahiz knew that mental content 
in toto was a broader category than the mental content connected to names by the 
lexicon. The way to deal with arithmetic or the cognition of physical bodies and 
their qualities was therefore to name a thing and then also voice the extra bit of 
mental content required to specify what one is talking about. One could think, for 
example, about a camel that smelt of lemons and thereby one would have a mental 
content of “camel smelling of lemons.” But there is no name in the lexicon for a 
package thus constituted. One would have to say “a camel smelling of lemons” and 
thereby (in al-Gahiz’s vocabulary) name both a thing and a ma nā. This is why 
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when al-Gahiz said that God taught Adam all the ma'ānī, al-Gahiz did not mean 
that God taught Adam every possible mental content. God did not teach Adam the 
composition "camel plus lemon smell"; rather, he taught Adam the mental content 
"camel" and the mental content “lemon smell,” just as he taught Adam the mental 
content of each number but not the mental content of every possible arithmetical 
composition. In any case, color, taste, and smell were ma'àni. 

This same assumption can also be read outside Islamic theology. A century 
later in Baghdad, the Jewish theologian Saadiya Gaon (d. 942) was engaged in 
refuting the belief that all composite bodies were created from eternal spiritual 
beings. One of his objections to this theory was that such spiritual beings would 
have to have heat, cold, moistness, and dryness in order to be the source of those 
same four attributes in physical bodies, as was claimed by his opponents. Equally, 
he could not accept that the posited spiritual beings had color, taste, limit, dimen- 
sion, quantity, place, or time, because “all these ma‘ani were attributes of bodies,” 
and the spiritual beings were claimed to be prior to bodies.” Gaons argument 
was that the theory was incoherent. On the one hand it implied that the spiritual 
beings needed heat and cold in order to be the source of heat and cold in bodies. 
On the other hand, it implied that because the spiritual beings were prior to bod- 
ies, they could not have color or quantity. The Arabic word that Gaon used for all 
these different attributes of physical bodies was ma nā. Heat, cold, dimension, and 
quantity were all ma ānī. If we translate ma'àni as “mental contents, then Saadiya 
was assuming that hot, cold, and all the other attributes of physical bodies were 
cognitive judgments: things that we judge, in our minds, other things to have. 


THEOLOGIANS (MU'AMMAR) 


The theological discussions that used ma'nà are dominated by Mu ammar, whose 
ninth-century claim about what we now call physics, the study of the basic prin- 
ciples that govern the physical world around us, used ma‘nd as its central concept. 
As we saw from Abū Hilal, this usage of ma'nà was noticed by his contemporaries, 
who worked to explain it, just as scholarship would work to explain it again in 
German, English, and French over a millennium later. Let us start with the presen- 
tation of the theory by Abū al-Husayn al-Hayyat (d. ca. 913) in his Kitab al-Intisār. 
"Chapter 34: Mu‘ammar’s statements on generation and on ma'àni."* Al-Hayyāt 
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starts the chapter with a review of what appears to be a self-evidently unlikely 
theory: Mu ammars claim that every single action in the world is actually accom- 
panied by thousands and thousands of other actions stretching to infinity. Every 
act of every actor, whether God or human, is actually an infinite number of acts 
that occur at the same time. Al-Hayyāt then works to reduce the counterintuitive- 
ness of this theory first by explaining that Mu'ammar was in fact responding to 
another early theologian, Abū Ishāg an-Nazzām (d. ca. 840), who held that when 
God acts he does so in a single state but on an infinite number of bodies. Now, it 
may seem that Mu'ammar was claiming that if each action has infinite objects 
then it must in fact be an infinite number of actions. But this is not the case, and 
here al-Hayyāt makes an important statement about ma nā: "You should know 
that this school of thought that I am describing from the statements of Mu'ammar 
is in fact a statement about ma'ānī.” Al-Hayyat explains that Mu ammar claimed 
that when there are two motionless bodies next to each other, and then one of 
them moves and the other doesn't, then there must have been a ma‘nd subsist- 
ing in the one that moved, on account of which it moved, and no such ma'nà 
in the other. Otherwise, it could not have moved before the other one. So for 
Mu'ammar, on al-Hayyat’s reading, ma nā is something that a body has on account 
of which it moves. But where does that ma nā come from? Al-Hayyat tells us that 
Mu ammars answer was that there was another ma nā that caused the first ma nā 
to be there, and so on.” Perhaps a decade or so later, Abū Qasim al-Ka'bi (d. 931) 
wrote that Mu'ammar was the only person to have such a theory, and paraphrased 
it thus: every instance of motion is only at variance from a state of rest because of 
a ma nā separate from that motion, and vice versa. Each of those ma'ānī is then 
only at variance from the other because of another ma‘nd, and so on to infinity.” 
Mu'ammars claim also appears in the Magālāt al-Islamiyin of al- A ari, a foun- 
dational text of Arabic theology. Al-Aš'arīs description of Mu'ammars position 
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(for we are always dependent on the reports of others when it comes to Mu‘ammar, 
none of whose work has been preserved)” reads: “Some say that the body, if at rest, 
is only at rest because of a ma nā that is movement. Without that na nā of move- 
ment the body would not, back in the time when it was the first to move, have been 
the first to move?” According to al-Aš arī, Mu'ammar even explained the state of 
rest as being the result ofa prior ma nā-driven movement. This is a theory in which 
it is assumed that things have ma ‘ani that make them do things, or give them color, 
or make them alive, and so on. Each ma‘nd is then dependent on a further ma'nā, 
and that ma nā on a further ma'nà, in an infinite chain of dependence. At every 
stage, the ma‘nd of movement is the only thing that makes the previous ma‘nd of 
movement move. These ma'àni depend on each other, but “they do not have a sum 
total, and they cannot be gathered together. They all occur in the same instant? 
According to this theory, there is no other explanation for why some things are 
black and others white, some things moving and others not, some things alive and 
others not. The ma ānī are “actions of the place in which they inhere”> This is a 
conceptual vocabulary for a physics that has no correlate in English. Mu'ammar's 
theory, according to al- A3 arī, is that if something is white, black, moving, or alive, 
then something must make it white, black, moving, or alive. The ma'àni that do this 
then need to be made what they are by other ma ānī, and so on to infinite regress. 
What are these ma ānī, and where are they? As Abū Hilāl noted, this is a theo- 
logical usage of the word that is connected with what he believed was its core 
meaning: prelinguistic cognition or mental content. The clue that we get in the 
theological texts themselves is that ma'nà was a broad category, from which one 
could distinguish more technical categories such as the accidental quality or attri- 
bute (‘arad). As al- A$'ari says, theologians “disagreed about why the ma ānī that 
inhered in bodies were called 'accidents:”7 Furthermore, on the page directly pre- 
ceding his discussion of that disagreement about why a ma'nà might be called an 
accident, al- Aš arī used the very same word to talk about language, reference, and 
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meaning: “Al-Iskafi was one of those who said that the ma'nā of the statement 
with regard to the created thing was that it . . "7 These are the two usages that Abū 
Hilal identified, working together unmarked and unremarked upon. Ma‘nd was 
both prelinguistic cognition and cognition of physical forces, what Hans Daiber 
calls "ein Relationsbegriff von ontischer Oualitāt”7* 

In his section on theological disagreements about movement and rest, al-Aš'arī 
cited the opinion ofal-Gubbā'ī that movement and rest are ways of being in a place, 
and that: "thema nā of movement is the ma nā of passing away; every movement is 
a passing away. But the ma nā of movement is not the ma'nā of changing position; 
the nonexistent movement is called passing away before it comes to be. It is not 
called changing position?” Al-Gubbà'i was making a distinction between three 
related technical concepts: “movement,” “passing away, and "changing position” 
In physics today we may call these "forces" or "interactions? Whatever the transla- 
tion, we are talking about principles that govern the physical world. Al-Gubba’i 
was using a vocabulary based around ma'nā, and from our perspective today, it 
looks as if he is saying two things at the same time: that the Arabic word for move- 
ment did not mean the same thing as the word for passing away or the word for 
changing position, but also that the quality or force of “movement,” when present 
in an object in extramental reality, was not the same quality or force as "passing 
away" or "changing position.” This was both lexicography and theological physics. 
In English, we tend to use different phrases for each of these. We may therefore 
say either that “‘normal force’ does not mean the same thing as ‘applied force; or 
that: “normal force is not the same thing as applied force” When Arabic theorists, 
whether lexicographers like Abü Hilal or theologians like ' Abd al-Gabbàr, wanted 
to make the same distinction they did so using different conceptual vocabulary 
with an equivalent degree of clarity. Abü Hilal described the difference between 
"does not mean" and *is not" as being a difference between a process of intent 
on the one hand, and a target of intention on the other. He said that the phrase 
"ma'nā of..” was used for both statements, in the former case with accuracy and 
in the latter case by a process of semantic extension. ‘Abd al-Gabbar agreed, and 
his name for the process of semantic extension was maģāz. In English, we use quo- 
tation marks and the phrases *means" and "is" to make the distinction. In Arabic, 
theorists used a core conceptual vocabulary based around language and reference 
to do the same job. For al-Gubba’i, of course, the distinction did not matter. He 
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was talking about both the meaning of the word *movement" and the extramental 
reality of the physical interaction of objects that was movement. 

Another way we can think about the usage of ma nā in theology is to notice that 
it was often used to talk about things one could think about but not see. If something 
was a body (and therefore both extramental and able to be seen), then it would not 
be ma nā. So for the early and influential Shia theologian Hišām b. al-Hakam (d. ca. 
803), human qualities were ma ānī. They could not be things or bodies, so they had to 
be ma ‘ani, what we can think about and talk about but not see. (In Hišāms theology, 
"things" were what al-Aš'arī tended to call *bodies")*? Along the same lines, al-Aš'arī 
also reports that Ga far b. al-Mubaššir (d. 849) said that the soul was not a body, nor 
in a body, but rather a ma nā between the atom and the body." David Bennett has 
raised the further question of whether the word ma nā was used for not doing some- 
thing or for the absence of movement: al- Ašarī records disagreements about whether 
not acting was a ma nā separate from the person (not) doing it? and that Hišām and 
others considered movement to be a ma'nà whereas being at rest was not.* 

The potential limit on this use of ma‘nd for the cogitated unseen was, as we saw 
above with Abū Hilal and ‘Abd al-Gabbār, whether it could be used for God. Abū 
al-Hasan al-‘Amiri (d. 992) was prepared to connect a Neoplatonic rational soul 
to what he called “the divine ma nā,” but theologians avoided such locutions.* In 
another report in Magālāt al-Islāmīyīn, Ibn Kullàb (d. ca. 855) had said that while 
God was unlike any other he could not be said to be a ma nā. This seems to make 
sense; one could describe the soul as a ma nā, or attributes and qualities as ma ‘ani, 
or explain physical forces and their absence with ma'ānī, because all these were 
in effect mental content; they were human cognitions that could be subsequently 
communicated in language. Even al-' Āmirīs divine ma nā can be fitted into this 
account, for when he talks elsewhere of ma ānī ilahiyah, in the plural, he is dealing 
with the divine matters that pious human beings pursue and seek to apprehend. 
Everett Rowsons translation of this process is “determining divine concepts.”** 
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Calling God a ma‘nd, however, was not permissible for ‘Abd al-Gabbar: “God 
cannot be described as a ma'nā, because ma'nā is the intent of the heart to speak 
about what it wants. This is why we say, "Ihe ma'nā of this speech is such and such; 
and ‘My ma'nà in this discourse is this and that; and why someone may ask their 
companion, ‘What is your ma'nà in that speech?”” ‘Abd al-Gabbar was citing 
examples from ordinary language to show that ma nā is prelinguistic intent. He then 
went on to note, just as Abū Hilāl had, the usage made famous by Mu ammar: "The 
theologians have acquainted each other with the use ofthis vocal form for causes, so 
they say that ‘the moving thing moves because of a ma‘nd.’ They use that statement 
in place of the statement ‘It is moving because of a cause:”** ‘Abd al-Gabbar did not 
distinguish at all between the ma'ānī that were prelinguistic mental contents and 
the ma ānī that Mu ammar believed were an infinite series of causes: if we allow 
Mu'ammars infinite causal ma ānī, then “this will lead to an inability to put faith in 
accurate accounts of names.” The ma‘nd that Mu'ammar used to explain causality 
and physical forces was the same ma nā that lay behind names in language. 

Ma'nā was a word that was available for Mu ammar to pick up and use. He used it 
in a way consistent with his peers. What theories may have influenced him, and how 
he may have been inspired by reading the work of others, are questions of translation. 
We can speculate as to what foreign concepts may have influenced Mu'ammar as 
he thought about causality. Harry Austryn Wolfson suggested that Mu'ammar was 
translating the Aristotelian term phusis and that his theory of ma ānī "represents his 
theory of nature [phusis] as the cause of motion and rest” This is quite possible, 
for the phusis Aristotle discussed at the beginning of Book Two of his Physics was 
described there as existing, and just like ma nā it was also only conceptually sepa- 
rable from the thing in question.” But Aristotles conceptual vocabulary was not the 
same as Mu‘ammar’s, and we cannot easily map phusis onto ma‘nd. For example, the 
distinction Aristotle draws between natural materials (where phusis is found) and 
man-made objects (where phusis is not found) is central to his theory,” but to the 
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best of my knowledge it is extraneous to Mu ammar5. There is also the evidence from 
the contemporaneous translation movement: when Ishàq came to translate Aristotles 
Physics, he did not use ma'nā for either Aristotles phusis (“nature”) or his archēn 
kineseos (“starting principle of motion”), but rather ģabī ah (“nature; a word indeed 
later used for causation and as such summarily dismissed by Ibn Fürak)*? and mabda’ 
li-l-harakah (“starting point of motion”), respectively.” Wolfsons other suggestion, 
that Mu'ammars ma nàá comes from the reports of Christian theologians describing 
the Trinity as an eternal ma‘nd, is equally possible. It is not impossible that theolo- 
gians were responding to Christian uses of ma nā to describe the divine, but we are 
engaging in guesswork here at the remove of more than a millennium. Many scholars 
have been down this path and suggested a range of origins that includes, inter alia, 
Classical Indian philosophy. (The scholarship has been reviewed by Daiber.)*? 

I think, however, that Mu'ammars ma'ānī theory, a staple of ninth-century 
theology/philosophy/physics, makes sense within the bounds set by the literary 
critic and lexicographer Abü Hilal. In the seventh through tenth centuries, the 
conceptual vocabulary of ma nā, lafz, and haqiqah was everywhere. It was not 
omnipresent: the confluence of language, mind, and reality was sometimes con- 
fronted with other words, as we will see below with the discussion of name, nam- 
ing, and named, and as Fritz Zimmermann has documented in the work of Abü 
Nasr al-Fārābī (d. 950). But this chapter has demonstrated that ma nā, lafz, and 
hagīgah were stable and available words from the eighth century onward. When 
scholars thought about the principles, natures, and qualities of things around them 
they did so, inescapably, with the stuff of cognition: mental content that they could 
later put into words. They usually called this mental content ma nā. This is why I 
juxtapose theology, logic, and poetics in this book: because I am convinced that 
the language game being played by scholars in each of these disciplines, on each 
of these fields, was the same. It is as if, on one of those vast expanses of adjacent 
sports pitches that one finds in parts of the United Kingdom, multiple games were 
being played next to one another, each with different players and their own ball but 
all returning to the same changing rooms and all identifying themselves as doing 
the same thing: playing amateur football. 
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Translation 


Thus far I have endeavored to present my reading of ma nā as a word with a single 
meaning as relatively uncontroversial. I believe that this is an accurate reflection 
of the word's status for those who used it in the eleventh century and before. Only 
someone writing a book that sought to expose minute semantic differences where 
they had been previously denied or ignored would notice, as we have seen Abü 
Hilāl notice, any dissonance in the use of the word. But my approach stands in 
stark contrast to the consensus in much of the secondary literature, where ma nā 
is either discussed as vague and imprecise, or else is divided up into separate and 
mutually incompatible meanings. My core criticism of both of these approaches 
is that they rest on vectors of ma'nà that are unmarked in the original texts, and 
unremarked upon by the scholars who wrote those texts. I think that the only way 
that we can read ma‘nd as vague or imprecise is to think likewise that a word in 
English such as *play" is also vague and imprecise because it can be put to so many 
different uses; one can play tag in the morning and then watch someone else play 
Hamlet in the evening. 

I accept that dividing ma nā up into separate meanings is a legitimate transla- 
tion methodology, but while I have learned a great deal from scholars who have 
done just that, it is a methodology that has risks. If what we are trying to under- 
stand is a conceptual vocabulary that we do not share, any translation technique 
that slices up the original vocabulary into new divisions risks domesticating that 
alien conceptual vocabulary to our own. Concepts with which we are not familiar 
thereby appear familiar, but as they do so they change, and a gap appears between 
us and the use that the original authors made of their words. It is true that this 
gap is an inevitable part of translation, but I think that it is our job to minimize it. 
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Philology should be aware of the challenges (which means basically being aware 
that time travel is impossible), but it should also be committed to playing, as well 
as we possibly can, the language games of the past. 


LANGUAGE USE (WITTGENSTEIN) 


The idea of language as a game that is played comes from the later work of the 
twentieth-century philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. I have found his ideas about 
how language works to be very helpful in the struggle to translate. At the heart of 
his account lies the conviction that what matters most for language is usage. This 
means that the answer to the question, ^What is language?" is that a language 
(in our case the Arabic language used by eleventh-century scholars) is the use 
that people make of it, not some set of fixed or fluid meanings. If we choose to 
agree with Wittgenstein, we should no longer say, "Ma'nà means one thing" or 
"Ma'nà has two or more meanings.” Instead we only ask, How did these people 
use the word ma'nà? At stake here is the question of whether or not one sub- 
scribes to a theory of language in which meanings exist outside the context of 
their use. Wittgenstein did not. However, if we say, ^Ma'nà means one thing" or 
"Ma'nā has two or more meanings,’ then we are subscribing to such a theory: for 
these statements to make sense, meanings need to have an existence separate from 
their ordinary usage, an existence that we can map and thereby determine. In the 
years since Wittgenstein's death and the posthumous publication of Philosophical 
Investigations, his theory of language, and his denial that meanings have any such 
existence, has not met with universal acceptance. Nevertheless, I think that it pro- 
vides a good methodology for making sense of ma'nà in Classical Arabic. 

This is why, in the preceding chapter on precedents for the use of ma nā, I 
spent little time on the Arabic lexicographical tradition. I did not want that kind 
of picture of language to dominate the reader's understanding of ma nā. I did not 
want the reader to think that there was some truth in the etymology of ma nā, or 
in the Semitic root of -n-y or in a dictionary definition, that may have guided all 
the uses scholars made of that popular vocabulary item. Instead, what I wanted to 
do was lay out a roughly representative selection of those uses in order that it may 
act as an orientation to the subject matter of this book: the theories of ar-Rāģib, 
Ibn Fürak, Ibn Sinà, and al-Gurģānī about how language worked. These theories 
about language consisted of a great deal of use of the word ma'nā in serious and 
complex games played in the spaces between God and the poets. 

There is a double irony in my use of theory here: Wittgenstein would have 
hated the Arabic assumptions about ma nā; they represent exactly the kind of 
stable structure that he thought did not exist. The Arabic lexicographers, for their 
part, would no doubt reject my attempt to abandon their dictionary etymologies 
in favour of Wittgensteins focus on usage. But I think we do need a theory of 
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language, a tentative universal diagnosis of what linguistic reality is, before we 
start to translate. Wittgenstein provides that for me; his theory of language sup- 
ports my philological practice. 

For Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigations, use is all that matters. Use is 
the only part of language that can be shown to actually exist. This is the central 
conclusion of Wittgenstein’s late work, and it has guided my reading of the work 
of Arabic theorists who used the word ma'nā unmarked, over and over again, in 
a series of ways that I consider to be stable, rigorous, and cohesive. This is exactly 
how Wittgenstein thinks language works. He does not think that language consists 
of meanings that can be identified and enumerated in fixed fields of reference. He 
thinks that the language games human beings play, the actual usage we make of 
words, is the only place to which we can turn when we want to give an account of 
language. He also thinks that usage is often stable, rigorous, and cohesive, because 
how else can a meaningful game be played? 

In Philosophical Investigations, a book in which Wittgenstein asks questions 
and tests out possible descriptions in order to destroy any idea of a fixed realm of 
reference, I read 4204 as a moment when he takes a stand and makes a commit- 
ment to the universal fact that what mankind does is play games: 


As things are I can, for example, invent a game that is never played by anyone.—But 
would the following be possible too: mankind has never played any games; once, 
however, someone invented a game—which no one ever played? 


The games are, of course, language games. One can invent a language that is never 
spoken by anyone. But ours is not a world in which the only language game ever 
to have existed was never played. To put it the other way around, in our world 
mankind inevitably plays language games (although not necessarily everyone all 
the time). Wittgenstein's rhetorical question is a reductio ad absurdum, and his 
point is a double one: people always play language games, and language games are 
always played by people. They exist only in their being played, not in the abstract. 
Language exists in usage, not as a formal structure. 

The question then becomes one of rules, because Wittgenstein claims that 
every game from chess to ring-a-ring-a-roses has rules. The players know at least 
some of the rules in advance; rules are by definition used on multiple occa- 
sions, and rules also have to be obeyed by multiple players.* There are also, as 
we saw in the previous chapter, different sorts of game. Eleventh-century Arabic 
scholarship contains games in which the rules are laid out and debated, such as 
those for dialectical debate performances or for grammar. It also contains games 
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where the rules are not laid out but rather are known iteratively by the players, 
as they play? 


Doesn't the analogy between language and games throw light here? We can easily 
imagine people amusing themselves in a field by playing with a ball so as to start vari- 
ous existing games, but playing many without finishing them and in between throw- 
ing the ball aimlessly into the air, chasing one another with the ball and bombarding 
one another for a joke and so on. And now someone says: The whole time they are 
playing a ball-game and following definite rules at every throw. 

And is there not also the case where we play and—make up the rules as we go 
along? And there is even one where we alter them—as we go along. 


In this book, those people are ar-Rāģib, Ibn Fürak, Ibn Sina, and al-Gurģānī; the 
field is eleventh-century Arabic scholarship, and the ball is ma nā. I find that 
Wittgenstein's account of a language game is the best way to give an account of the 
usage of ma nā in the works that I have read. 

Wittgenstein writes that ^when we do philosophy we are like savages, primi- 
tive people, who hear the expressions of civilized men, put a false interpretation 
on them, and then draw the queerest conclusions”* (Ar-Rāģib and his contem- 
poraries would agree with the heedless division of humanity into civilized and 
savage; in addition to their patriarchy, eleventh-century Arabic scholars tend 
to exhibit unselfconscious racism.) At this point in Philosophical Investigations, 
Wittgenstein is complaining about the imprecise way philosophers use language. 
He explains his criticism with an example, in which philosophers are describing 
the way an inanimate object, a machine, has something that they call “possibility 
of movement.” Wittgenstein objects to this description. He says that a piece of 
machinery such as an engine, when not switched on or in operation, has for us 
some picture or history of experience that is its future movement. This “empirical 
condition” of the various parts being ready to move and not being broken or mis- 
aligned is “like a shadow of the movement itself” But what bothers Wittgenstein 
is that philosophers cover all this up with the blanket term “possibility of move- 
ment.” They replace Wittgensteins own multifaceted explanation, which he thinks 
is perfectly clear, with a single neologism. We are therefore effective language users 
when we say (updating Wittgenstein’s example), “This mobile phone works” even 
when it is switched off. Our words are simple, but their usage in this case commu- 
nicates a particular shadow picture of a phone-and-context-specific act of working 
that hasn't actually empirically happened, may not happen, and is (as this sentence 
shows) not really amenable to paraphrase. 
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This is why Wittgenstein complains that civilized men use words like *works" 
and then philosophers come along like savages and misinterpret them with phrases 
like “possibility of movement” Ibn Fürak, ar-Rāģib, Ibn Sina, and al-Gurgani are 
the civilized men here, and we are the savages. They used simple words like ma‘na 
to talk about universal things like language and human minds very effectively, and 
then we come along and risk confusing their work, and ourselves, with a whole 
host of technical terms (sense, nominatum, denotation, illocution, signifier, signi- 
fied, etc.), or alternatively with an after-the-fact assertion of conflicting meanings. 
(Ma'nā means this there, but that here, and so on.) Robyn Creswell, talking about 
poetry rather than theory, recently warned against thinking of Arabic as “a strange 
and potentially deranged exotic, whose speech shows no ability to connect one 
thought to another” Ibn Fürak, ar-Ragib, Ibn Sina, and al-Gurģānī used ma‘nd to 
connect their thoughts with an unremarked-upon ease. 

Wittgenstein was talking about machines because in Philosophical Investigations 
he was gradually establishing the machine as a metaphor for how language works. 
What interested him about machines was how they are both predictable and inert 
at the same time. They are like a number series, in which the subsequent unwrit- 
ten numbers are both there and not there; so where are they?* This is the same 
question he asks about sentences and what happens when we read. The thrust of 
his argument is to deny that there is anything at all fixed to which words refer. His 
proof is that however hard he works to comprehend and explain a stable place in 
which meaning could reside, language is like the future numbers in the series and 
the future operations of the machine: it remains inexplicable without resorting to 
falsification. His examples of falsification are cover-ups such as “it has the possibil- 
ity of movement” for the machine or “he understands the principle of the series” 
for the numbers.’ He thinks that these are meaningless statements, whereas “This 
phone works” or “one, two, three, four . . ? is effective language in action. I think 
that the Arabic theory I have read for this book is also effective language in action, 
and I think we have to recognize it as such before we translate it. 

Wittgenstein uses the machine as a metaphor for language, not as a model. It is 
not that language is like a machine, but that thinking about how machines work 
helps us think about how language works. It helps us because machines tend to be 
understood as things that work, not things that stand still. Language is the same: 
“The confusions which occupy us arise when language is like an engine idling, not 
when it is doing work”? Wittgensteins famous explanation of signification as fam- 
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ily resemblances is a metaphor too, not a model. Wittgenstein does not, I believe, 
think that a word can refer to clusters of ideas and that those ideas have family 
resemblances to each other. Instead, when it comes to a word like “game,” which 
can refer to anything from ring-a-ring-a-roses to chess, he can "think of no better 
[metaphorical] expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resem- 
blances;" because the members of human families exhibit overlapping character- 
istics, like games.’ It is not that there are things to which words refer that actually 
do have family resemblances to each other, just as it is not the case that language is 
actually a machine with fixed and permanent components. 

Ma nà does not have different meanings that share family resemblances, nor is 
it a fixed and permanent component of some linguistic machine. It is the ball in 
an eleventh-century language game. We need to read it as such, and then translate. 
Here, Wittgensteins own practice provides some useful precedent for my experi- 
mental translation of the word ma‘nd as “mental content? Ma nā is not exactly the 
same thing all the time, just as Wittgenstein does not claim that a "game" is always 
exactly the same thing; sometimes it is ring-a-ring-a-roses, and sometimes it is chess. 
Ma nà also does not mean lots of different incompatible things, for a game of ring-a- 
ring-a-roses and a game of chess are both games, both the same thing (whereas the 
bank of a river and the bank in which one puts ones money are not the same thing 
at all). Another example is "read"; whether one is reading this book or reading the 
expression on someones face, one is still reading. One could, as Wittgenstein sug- 
gests, talk about the relationships between ring-a-ring-a-roses and chess, or between 
Ibn Füraks theological ma‘nd and al-Gurģānīs literary-critical ma'nà, as family 
resemblances, but this would be just a suggestive metaphor, rooted in Wittgenstein's 
twentieth-century mental picture of how different family members he had seen 
resembled and differed from each other. It is far better to follow the strategy on which 
Wittgenstein settled and track how eleventh-century Arabic scholars used the word 
ma nā in their language games. My only a priori commitment is to the game itself; 
that is, I read the Arabic as if it made sense to the scholars writing it. 

With this commitment in mind, it is worth returning briefly to Abū Hilāls 
explanation for the use of ma'nā for both prelinguistic cognition and for the quali- 
ties or attributes of things. Where Wittgenstein reached for the metaphor of family 
resemblances, Abū Hilāl reached for the concept of tawassu', semantic extension. 
The reason for this difference in strategy is that Abū Hilāl was committed to a 
lexically based theory of meaning, a structural account of language based on refer- 
ences made to ma ānī, which would have been anathema to Wittgenstein. Here 
is that irony: when the Arabic scholars used ma‘nd to make sense of language 
and the world, they usually did so by positing exactly the kind of fixed cognitive 
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and linguistic objects of which Wittgenstein was contemptuous. So Abū Hilāl 
wrote that variation in use could sometimes be explained by a stretching, broaden- 
ing, or extension of a words semantic field of reference. But Wittgenstein rejected 
the idea that any such account of meaning could be correct; he rejected the exis- 
tence of the structure that Abü Hilal was trying to stretch. Wittgenstein famously 
wrote, “You say: the point isnt the word, but its meaning, and you think of the 
meaning as a thing of the same kind as the word, though also different from the 
word. Here the word, there the meaning. The money, and the cow that you can buy 
with it” This is exactly what the Arabic theorists did. Abū Hilal thought that vocal 
forms referred to mental contents in fixed patterns that allowed for some stretch- 
ing. Wittgenstein thought such accounts were nonsense. 

But I use Wittgenstein because he provides me with a strategy for translation, 
not because he believed in the same model of language reference as eleventh- 
century Arabic scholars. The value of the translation strategy that Wittgenstein 
provides is that it does not allow us to simply replicate the accounts of reference in 
the work of the Arabic lexicographers, and it also refuses to allow us to substitute 
our own corrected accounts of reference mechanisms in place of theirs. Instead we 
need to ask, over and over again, What did they use ma‘nd to do? I think asking 
this question has produced some valuable results, and this makes me in the end 
more optimistic about translation than was Wittgenstein. He thought that even 
with mastery of a strange country’s language, we still could not really understand 
the people: "If a lion could talk, we could not understand him?" My task in this 
book is to make Arabic lions talk. 


CORE CONCEPTUAL VOCABULARY (KUHN) 


Kuhns work on translation and on the incommensurability of conceptual vocabu- 
laries often seems to me as if it was written specifically for the problem of trans- 
lating eleventh-century Arabic theories. He wrote that *incommensurability [is] 
always local, restricted to small sets of interrelated terms, ordinarily terms which 
must be learned together” This is exactly the problem we face with lafz, ma nā, 
and ģagīgah, a small set of interrelated terms that need to be learned together and 
are not commensurable with any set of terms in English. The problem is not that 
the Arabic scholars were doing something completely incompatible with twenty- 
first-century literary criticism or philosophy of language. After all, they too were 
socialized human beings using language to think about words, ideas, and things. 
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Kuhn helps us notice that problems arise “when these terms or some other small 
clusters enter the text" and have an influence on our understanding of the text dis- 
proportionate to their small size and apparent simplicity. The problem is that they 
appear a great deal: “The most populous part of the lexicon . . . contains concepts 
learned in contrast sets and carrying normic expectations”; we meet lafz, ma nā, 
and ģagīgah all the time when we read eleventh-century Arabic, and yet when we 
try to transpose them directly into English they seem to start to mean everything, 
anything, and nothing (as more than one colleague has remarked). 

Kuhn knew what this incommensurability felt like. He famously related his 
experience as a graduate student struggling with Aristotles physics and think- 
ing it impossible that someone thought to be so intelligent could write such 
nonsense. Kuhn realized he needed to change “my way of reading, altering some 
of the concepts—the meanings of the words—that I, coming from a later age, had 
brought with me to the text.” As Alexander Bird puts it: "The appearance of absur- 
dity was generated by the impossibility of properly translating Aristotelian ideas 
into a language inherited from Newton” This is precisely the problem we face 
with the gap between our own vocabulary and that of eleventh-century Arabic. 

The problem matches Kuhns diagnosis: "Statements are not accessible by 
means of a translation that uses the current lexicon, not even if the list of words 
it contains is expanded by the addition of selected terms We cannot therefore 
simply solve the translation problem by transliterating key Arabic words and typ- 
ing them into our European analyses. That would amount to nothing more than an 
expansion, by a few select terms, of our lexicon. It is for this reason that I propose 
a thought experiment rather than a translation mechanism. We should always try 
to think of ma'nà as mental content, and this thought process is what matters. 
The reason I have invariably translated ma*nā as “mental content" rather than 
relying on transliteration is that I want to make sure this thought experiment hap- 
pens. Ma'nā, the romanized and italicized Arabic word, will not by itself ensure 
that readers think of ma‘nd as some content that is in the mind. But the jarring 
neologism of “mental content" may help force the issue. The reason why I want 
to force the issue is that, following Wittgenstein, I think that if eleventh-century 
Arabic usage invariably uses ma nā without qualification or explanation, then to 
capture that usage we need to replicate the word's unchanging omnipresence. The 
reason I want to use "mental content" rather than the romanized ma 'nā is that, 
following Kuhn, this word is an item of core conceptual vocabulary that affects the 
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entire thought system that uses it: we cannot simply slot it into our own English 
conceptual vocabulary as a foreign loanword. We need to experiment with letting 
this Arabic word change the way we think about language, mind, and reality. It 
is a burdensome process; translation has a chance of succeeding, Kuhn thinks, 
only when it ceases to be needed: at the end of a long process of language learning 
the reader becomes bilingual in the two conceptual vocabularies. (I consider else- 
where how al-Gurģānīs bilingualism helped shape his translation theory.)” But 
even then the translation is limited to the language learners conversations with 
themselves, for when new bilinguals speak to others they “must always remem- 
ber within which community discourse is occurring. The use of one taxonomy to 
make statements to someone who uses the other places communication at risk?" 

Kuhn’s work helps us take Wittgenstein’s insights about language in general and 
apply them to the specific problem of translating theories. For this is not a book 
about ordinary language in eleventh-century Arabic but rather a book about the 
scholarly theory of ar-Rāģib, Ibn Fürak, Ibn Sina, and al-Gurģānī. Ma'nā (mental 
content) is a piece of core conceptual vocabulary, and it is part of a small contrast 
pair with lafz (vocal form). Hagīgah (accurate, getting it right) is a term that can 
be grasped only when ma'nā is understood. Compare this with Kuhn's account 
of “liquid,” which requires mastery of “solid” and “gas” in order to be learned, or 
“force; which “must be learned with terms like ‘mass’ and *weight?" Indeed, “one 
cannot learn ‘force’ without recourse to Hookes law and either Newton's three laws 
of motion or else his first and third laws together with the law of gravity"? Kuhn 
is here explaining that words like "liquid" and “force? which seem so obvious and 
ordinary to us, are in fact parts of sets of interrelated terms that need to be grasped 
as sets in use. Grasping them also requires knowledge of the historical theories 
that contributed to their meaning in our lexicon. We cannot understand “force” 
as it is used in Anglophone science today without Newton, and we cannot under- 
stand ma'nā as it was used in eleventh-century literary theory without Sibawayh 
and others. 

Kuhn goes on to show that polysemy is not a successful workaround. It may 
seem as if we could capture the use of ma‘nd across the broad range of disci- 
plines reviewed in the previous pages by positing multiple terms: ma nā, for 
grammar, ma nā, for literary criticism, and ma nā, for theology, for example. But 
ma nā is (like the example Kuhn was using, “liquid”) what Anglophone philoso- 
phers of language call “a kind term”: words that classify or taxonomize the world 
into classes/kinds, so that one can say “that particular thing is a ma‘na” or “that 
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particular thing is a liguid.””” (Cf. a recent article by Rodrigo Adem on the effects 
of another kind term across genres of scholarship: the word for explicit textual 
evidence, nass.)" Because ma nā is a kind term, different uses of ma‘nd will tend 
to overlap: one may have an instance of grammatical ma'nà that was also theologi- 
cal. In addition to the problem of overlap, kind terms are also often what Kuhn 
calls “normic”; they create expectations about the future. These are expectations 
for what a particular term will be used to refer to, and these expectations need to 
be compatible within a speech community. 

Translation needs to align the expectations about what a term will be used to do. 
And this process of alignment is further complicated by the fact that in European 
languages we already have our own different core conceptual vocabulary, which 
we use when dealing with the same subjects. We can say that something connected 
to language or thought is “a meaning” or “a referent,” or following Ferdinand de 
Saussure, “a sign,” and when we use these kind terms we create sets of expectations 
wholly unconnected to the expectations created by Arabic kind terms functioning 
in their own contrast sets. This means that, as Kuhn said, we “describe the world 
differently and make different generalizations about it"? We see “epistemology” 
and “ontology” where they saw ma‘nd. We live in different worlds: “If the terms to 
be imported are kind terms that overlap kind terms already in place, no importa- 
tion is possible, at least no importation which allows both terms to retain their 
meaning, their projectability, their status as kind terms?” 

Kuhn’s work on the process of epistemological and scientific change is just that; 
it is not an account of a changing ontology but an account of changes in human 
beings descriptions of what is out there in the world. It is an appropriate frame 
for my experiment in this book because the gap between Arabic eleventh-century 
conceptualizations of language and twenty-first-century Anglophone or European 
conceptualizations of language is, in the same way, an epistemological and not 
an ontological gap. The fact that language exists as a means of communication 
between human beings out in the world remains as true today as it was south of 
the Caspian Sea a millennium ago. And the human desire to understand how lan- 
guage works remains just as strong. 

Kuhn also reminds us of what is at stake in the process of description, particu- 
larly when it comes to those central, small, interrelated sets of kind terms that cre- 
ate expectations. The centrality of kind terms comes from the fact that they are used 
to carve reality at the joints; when we use them, we are making the claim that our 
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language divides up the world accurately. This metaphor of carving nature is an 
old one, dating back at least to Platos Phaedrus, where Socrates explained a pair of 
methodological principles: first the bringing together of scattered particulars; and 
second a cutting through of shapes and forms at the joints.** Kuhn sees this episte- 
mological claim as itself helping to create the world being described.” Ma nā, this 
piece of conceptual vocabulary for which we do not have an equivalent in European 
languages, is therefore in itself an act of carving. It was part of the lexicon, the 
core conceptual vocabulary, of the Arabic scholars who used it and “what this part 
of their lexicons supplies to community members is a set of learned expectations 
about the similarities and differences between the objects and situations that popu- 
late their world?” Ma nā was a kind term that enabled the scholars who used it to 
say that something was a ma'nā of something else and thereby carve reality at the 
joints. We do not carve at the same joints; we stand over the same carcass with the 
knife but disagree about where to make the cut. 

Kuhn also provides us with some helpful clarity about the degrees of disagreement 
within conceptual vocabularies and scientific communities. As the preceding chapter 
on precedents has shown, it is not the case that every Arabic scholar who used the 
word ma nā did so to point at exactly the same object all the time. Wittgenstein has 
given us an explanation of how their language games could still function despite this, 
just as we are able in English to use the words "game" and “read” in a variety of dif- 
ferent ways. Kuhn then gives us what could easily be a map of premodern Arabic use 
of the word ma nā: kind terms create expectations, but in a single community a kind 
term does not need to always create exactly the same expectations. The work ma‘na 
does may differ from theology to literary criticism: scholars from different disciplines 
“may know different things about [ma ānī]...,but they will both pick out the same 
things, and they can learn more about those things from each other?" All Arabic 
scholars were using ma'nà within the same structure: ^The lexicons of the various 
members ofa speech community may vary in the expectations they induce, but they 
must all have the same structure. If they do not, then mutual incomprehension and 
an ultimate breakdown of communication will result””* The test of whether the lan- 
guage game worked is whether scholars from two disciplines ever had *incompatible 
expectations,’ with the result that one of them chose to “apply the term to a reference 
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I have never seen this happen with ma nā in an Arabic text from any disci- 
plines of premodern scholarship, and it is my contention that if it had happened, 
then these lexically minded scholars would have noticed and discussed the prob- 
lem. Communication did not break down over ma nā; on the contrary the use of 
ma nā redoubled and multiplied along with the continued explosion of text across 
the subsequent millennium. The language game continued to be played. Ma‘na 
was a core part of a shared lexical structure for eleventh-century Arabic scholars; it 
had a history of shared precedent stretching back to Sibawayh, and it had a future 
in the madrasa. The fact of language usage, the existence of the scholarly language 
game, kept its meaning stable and productive. Everyone knew what ma‘nd was; 
everyone used it to carve their reality. We are the only people who don't know; out- 
side the language game and outside the speech community, we need translation. 

Ma'nā was often used in theoretical statements about what language is and how 
language works. It is what we may call a scientific, or even an abstract term. This 
makes it arguably harder to translate than simple descriptive language used for 
physical objects. Kuhn compared the process of translating such scientific terms 
to the process of translating literature, but this was a reach by a historian of science 
that casually and incorrectly allowed literature to represent difficulty, turbidity, 
and ambiguity. (Creswell, as noted above, recently defended Arabic literature on 
this very question.)*° Willard Van Orman Ouines ideas about translation are more 
useful than Kuhns here. Like Wittgenstein, Quine did not believe in a sphere of 
fixed meanings. He thought that the only way meanings could actually be shared 
between different people would be if those different people shared a single set of 
nerve endings.” Human beings do not share nerve endings, and so the only way 
they can know what other humans mean is by looking at what they do. This makes 
the truth of translation, and truth itself in any language, a matter of the “observ- 
able reactions of speakers to language and the world . . . patterns of [observed] 
assent and dissent”? This is easier with simple sentences about physical objects, 
and harder with abstract theoretical claims: "Observation sentences peel nicely; 
their meanings, stimulus meanings, emerge absolute and free of all residual verbal 
taint. Theoretical sentences such as ‘Neutrinos lack mass; or the law of entropy, or 
the constancy of the speed of light, are at the other extreme” 

How then can we translate Arabic theory? We lack what Kuhn calls a third 
neutral language of observation to stand between eleventh-century Arabic and 
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twenty-first-century European languages.^ His primary answer to this problem 
is that while translation recoils in the face of incommensurability, learning a sec- 
ond language is possible.” People who have learned the second language may then, 
although they struggle with it, work to provide a translation manual that includes 
"discursive paragraphs explaining how native speakers view the world, what sorts of 
ontological categories they deploy"? This book hopes to be just such a manual. But 
even with all the space the format provides me to work through the different usages 
of words such as ma' nà, problems remain. Quine imagines a linguist trying to work 
out and translate an unknown "jungle" language (my note above about unselfcon- 
scious racism in the eleventh-century applies equally well here) and finding that 
"he is not, in his finitude, free to assign English sentences to the infinitude of jungle 
ones in just any way whatever that will fit his supporting evidence; he has to assign 
them in some way that is manageably systematic. . .. He will put a premium on 
structural parallels: on correspondence between the parts of the native sentence, 
as he segments it, and the parts of the English translation?" Quine here is talking 
about the inevitability of ones own syntax affecting the way one deals with a new 
language, but the constraints he identifies are just as important for foreign theoreti- 
cal concepts, and doubly so for theoretical language about language itself. Lydia Liu 
has identified the same problem: a "European Inquirer, who is undoubtably aware 
of the pitfalls of translations, nonetheless insists on having a Japanese equivalent of 
the European concept of language” An Anglophone reader of this book who does 
not know Arabic is, in effect, in the position of Ouines linguist, if not necessar- 
ily Lius European Inquirer. Your own segmentation of “meaning” and its usages is 
going to affect the way you engage with ma'nā when you see it in action. 


MA NĀ, MA NĀ, MA NĀ, MA NĀ, 
This section deals with secondary scholarship; a non-Arabist may wish to skip 
ahead to Saussure. I am not proposing a sweeping correction of previous schol- 
arship with my reading of ma' nā as mental content. Rather what I would like 
to do with this experiment is refocus our attention on the exact point at which 
problems of interpretation occur: the meeting point of language, mind, and real- 
ity, the confluence of epistemology and ontology. Ma'nà often appears when 
eleventh-century Arabic conceptual vocabulary is being used to talk about ideas, 
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qualities, or meanings located at this confluence. I am not the first person to notice 
this. Josef van Ess, writing about the statement of Ibn Kullāb that speech was "a 
ma nā subsisting in the soul,” notes that it is sometimes not easy to decide whether 
ma nā is to be understood as an entity or a meaning. (Like Aristotle, Arabic used 
“soul” where we often use “mind” today in English.) He also raises the question 
of whether ma'nà could have been used as a passe-partout when an author did not 
necessarily want to be precise.^? Heinrichs, writing about early theological use of 
the related terms hagīgah and magaz, says that "it is not always clear whether the 
pair... are used ontologically or linguistically. . . . Both strategies make sense and 
both are used?” Heinrichs is right that both strategies make sense. My take is that 
this is because they are, from the perspective of the original authors, one and the 
same strategy. In answer to van Esss observation, authors did not necessarily need 
to be precise; their audiences knew what a ma nā was and knew where their con- 
ceptual vocabulary located it. It is only we European and Anglophone audiences a 
millennium later who struggle to name that place as either language, or mind, or 
reality, as either epistemology or ontology. 

There were no problems with use of the word ma'nā in the ninth through 
the eleventh century and beyond. The scholars whose Arabic books we read were 
untroubled by any threat of semantic breadth; they simply used the word to make 
their arguments. It is when we come to translate those arguments into English that 
problems arise. The translation strategy I propose locates the ambiguity in our 
European and Anglophone conceptual vocabulary and experiments with a read- 
ing of the Arabic that assumes it was unambiguous. In doing this I follow the late 
Richard Frank (d. 2009) of the Catholic University of America. In his Presidential 
Address to the 206th meeting of the American Oriental Society in 1996, he related 
experiences with Islamic theology very similar to those reported by Kuhn. Faced 
with difficulties interpreting theological discussions similar to those we have 
encountered in the previous chapter, he asked a colleague for help and was told, 
“This stuff wasn't really meant to make sense? But Frank refused to admit defeat in 
this way; he recognized that the sense the texts made was not immediately obvious 
"to the learned observer who views it from a distance and at an angle^* 


Two Distinct Lexemes 


For those readers who are familiar with the European-language scholarship on 
Classical Arabic, the question of ma'nā is indelibly connected to the name Frank. 
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A scholar of Islamic theology, he noticed that the word ma nā appeared to play 
a number of different roles across Arabic scholarly disciplines, roles that were in 
some cases of critical importance to the disciplines foundational debates. He is 
also the scholar who came closest to the approach I take to the word hagīgah; 
he recognized that it was a word used for accurate cognitive judgments and the 
connected acts of linguistic description (“true meanings") in both theology and 
Aristotelian philosophy.* He wrote that the work of Islamic theologians from the 
ninth century through the twelfth was for the most part an internally consistent 
body of theory in which “the modern reader can find no key or clue to their vocab- 
ulary and conception outside the texts themselves and those other Muslim writ- 
ings that belong to and form an integral part of their original context.“ 

However, Frank thought that ma'nà could occur “as two distinct lexemes" in a 
single sentence. It is at this point that I would like to propose an alternative trans- 
lation strategy and depart from the scholarly consensus that we should contend 
with the word ma'nā by delineating and then naming its variant usages: assigning 
multiple meanings to a single word in order to make that word function in an 
Anglophone or European conceptual vocabulary. I do not believe that the multi- 
ple-meanings strategy necessarily results in incorrect interpretations; on the con- 
trary I have benefited from its products (as the references in this book show). 
But what I think that strategy misses is the sense ma‘nd made to those who used 
it in the eleventh century. Translation strategies that divide ma'nā into a series 
of previously unmarked alternatives give epistemological primacy to the target 
language. Ma'nà becomes multiple different words in English, whereas it was a 
single unmarked word in Arabic. What my experiment seeks to do is recapture 
the agency of the original sources and restore an epistemological supremacy that 
their authors assumed would remain unchallenged. No one in the Arabic eleventh 
century imagined that their assumptions would one day come into conflict, or 
conversation, with Saussure. 

The understanding of how language works that I have developed with the help 
of Wittgenstein and Kuhn has confirmed my initial intuition about the use of 
ma ‘na: that if an author used it twice in the same sentence without further qualifi- 
cation, then its meaning cannot have changed midsentence; it is unlikely to be, as 
Frank says, two distinct lexemes. This is not to say that distinct unmarked lexemes 
can never occur in any language. In English, for example, we can say that a bear 
can, in Alaska, bear very cold temperatures, and that upon seeing such a bear in 
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the headlights, a driver decided to bear left, which meant their car left the road. 
It is rather to say I believe that this is not how ma‘nd worked in eleventh-century 
Arabic. I find the combination of Wittgenstein and Kuhn to be persuasive what- 
ever the language: the theoretical explanation of this English sentence about the 
bear can rest on its syntax and context rather than on a structure of reference in 
which *bear" is set up as a word with more than one fixed meaning. Furthermore, 
the words “bear” and "left" are not functioning as core conceptual vocabulary in 
that English sentence: if they were, then we would not be able to sustain their roles 
as multiple unmarked lexemes. 

What I would like to do is bring the uses of ma‘nd back together, so that when 
it comes to translation we do not have to go as far as Frank did in his reading of a 
sentence as containing unmarked “distinct lexemes.” Frank translated the sentence 
in question as: “the meaning of X is an accident is that X is a something that exists 
in an atom" (accident is the Aristotelian word for a nonessential quality or attri- 
bute). The sentence in Arabic had used ma nā twice: "Ihe ma'nā of X is an acci- 
dent’ is that X is a ma'nà that exists in an atom” Inserting “mental content" for 
ma'nā does not produce idiomatic English, but I think it is a productive thought 
experiment and a functional if clumsy translation: "The mental content of 'X is an 
accident is that X is a mental content that exists in an atom? My translation forces 
us to ask what these mental contents were for the theologians: How could they be 
both meanings and atomic qualities? 


Four General Headings 


My disagreement with Frank is therefore over translation strategy and to a lesser 
extent over the specific use made of certain core items of conceptual vocabulary. 
There is no methodological disagreement involved, for as Frank said that 1996 
Presidential Address (in which he cited Wittgenstein): "Ihe aim is . . . to partici- 
pate in a way of seeing things—to see how... things really do—or at least can, 
or might—appear that way and be thought about, talked about that way"* What 
I am proposing is an experimental reading and translation strategy that may help 
achieve the goals Frank laid out in the late 1990s. In an earlier and influential 
article, recognizing that theology was using a conceptual vocabulary taken from 
grammar, Frank noted that "the AS‘arites . .. are fundamentally bound to the lin- 
guistic theory of the grammarians” and identified "four general headings" under 
which the variant meanings of ma'nà could be grouped. They are: (1) the intent of 
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the speaker; (2) the referent of a noun or verb, which could be a real or an imag- 
ined thing; (3) what Frank calls a *semiotic eguivalent” recoverable by paraphrase, 
which in the field of grammar may be the function of a conjunction; and (4) a 
"conceptual significate” grasped by a plurality of individuals, which could be an 
abstract proposition or concept.** 

Let us take, as an example of these categories in action, az-Zaģģāģī discuss- 
ing the masdar (quasi-verbal event noun) according to the ninth-century Basran 
school of grammatical thought. The Basrans described the relationship of masdar 
to verb as analogous to the relationship of silver to silver jewelry: "Don't you see 
that silver is the root of everything that is made from it? For it is the existence of 
the ma'nà in the thing. If a tankard, jug, ring, bangle, anklet, or anything else is 
made from silver, then the ma nā of silver exists in everything made from silver, 
but the ma ānī of the things made does not exist in silver on its own. It is the same 
with the ma nā of the verbal noun, which is present in all the verbs derived from 
it, while the ma nā of each single verb is not present in the masdar."^ Frank trans- 
lates ma nā in this passage as “meaning,” which is difficult to reconcile with the 
argument.” Can silver, in English, really have a meaning that is found in a silver 
ring? And could that meaning be the same meaning that maps across from the 
quasi-verbal event (the masdar) to the verb? The word “meaning” in our English 
conceptual vocabulary seems to be causing problems here. It is my contention that 
“mental content" causes fewer problems. Frank saw grammarians using ma nā in 
what looked to him like different ways. But all these usages were unmarked in the 
original. The texts just used the single unremarked-upon word ma na. The dis- 
sonance appears only in the translation process. 


Intrinsic Causal Determinants 
In theology, Frank chose the translation "intrinsic causal determinant" for ma nā 
in the work of Mu ammar and then later developed a translation of ma'nà as 
"entitative attribute" across Aš arī kalām. He was followed in the latter choice by 
Alnoor Dhanani and others.” My criticism of this translation strategy is simply 
that it moves ma nā away from its usage in the Arabic texts and toward a different 
position in an Anglophone conceptual vocabulary. In this new position, there is a 
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clear distinction assumed between epistemology and ontology, one that was not 
present in the original Arabic. Indeed, ma‘nd was used most often in Arabic at 
exactly those points where the fundamental structures of what we now call episte- 
mology and ontology were under discussion. This means that back-projecting our 
distinctions into their discussions risks anachronism. 

Let us look first at what happens with “intrinsic causal determinant.” We are back 
with Mu‘ammar’s theory and al-Hayyat’s commentary from the previous chapter. 
Al-Hayyat explained Mu‘ammar’s position like this: “What led Mu'ammar into 
the position attributed to him was his commitment to motion, at a point at which 
all the indications that something (whether motion or another similar accident) 
has happened are simply the motion itself. For Mu'ammar wanted to enclose all 
the indications that something has happened within the thing itself. He did this 
because of his concern for the unity of God and his determination to see that unity 
prevail” Al-Hayyāt was saying that Mu ammar developed his theory to main- 
tain divine unity. But the theory in question was, as we have seen, an account 
of an infinite chain of causality, and any theory of infinite causal chains would 
seem to work against divine unity. If God's actions are caused by causes, which are 
caused by causes, which are caused by causes, and so on ad infinitum, then there 
would be multiple causal divinities. And it is here, at this critical point, that Frank's 
translation of ma‘nd as intrinsic causal determinant may cause some problems: it 
paints Mu'ammar as multiplying causes to infinity because of a commitment to 
divine unity. However, if we understand ma'nà in Mu'ammars theory as the same 
ma nā we find in literary theory, grammar, or philosophy, then our interpretation 
changes and becomes consistent with al-Hayyat's reading. Mu'ammar developed 
a theory of ma ānī because this item of core conceptual vocabulary enabled him 
to explain accidents of motion and color while at the same time maintaining the 
unity ofthe thing in which he was explaining motion or color. Then, when the big 
test of applying a theory of accidents to God came along, there was no problem 
of multiplicity or polytheism. God had ma ānī, and at the same time God had 
divine unity. My argument is not that Frank got it wrong; ma'ānī do indeed work 
for Mu'ammar as causal determinants that are intrinsic. But I think that to fulfill 
Frank's promise that Islamic theology did and does make sense, we need to focus 
on the use theologians like Mu'ammar made of ma'nà to explain the interac- 
tion of qualities with unity. This was a central topic of theology, and Mu'ammar's 
claim was that qualities were caused by qualities. But why not say that using the 
Arabic word for qualities, sifat? I think Mu'ammar used ma‘nd, a common word 
for the contents in our minds that can be expressed in speech, because he thought 
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the multiplication of mental content was unproblematic, regardless of whether the 
target was a moving object or God. 


Entities and Entitative Attributes 


Frank later moved toward the translation “entitative attribute? in part after read- 
ing the work of Gimaret and others who translated ma'nā as entité Gimaret 
had said that “a tout qualificatif (hukm, wasf) corresponde une entité (ma‘nd) 
qui en est la cause, la raison d'étre ('illa)" and that the ma ānī explain the dif- 
ferences between bodies by their presence as incorporeal existents that are the 
causes of differences and changes.* This is I think quite right, and the additional 
step my translation experiment helps us take is to ask, "To whom do the ma'àni 
explain?" My answer is that, of course, the ma'àni explain the world to us. It is our 
human qualifications and judgments that lead to our mental contents, which are 
therefore our explanations to ourselves of why things look or behave the way they 
do. Analytical philosophers today might call the ma ānī our language of thought 
(LOT). It is worth noting here that, just as we saw literary-critical disagreements 
about whether eloquence should be located in vocal form or mental content, so we 
find theological disagreements about whether speech is vocal form (the Mu 'tazili 
position) or ma nā (the Aš arī position). 

It was God's speech that was at stake in the theological polemics with which 
Gimaret was dealing. If God's speech is vocal form, then it is a created accident, 
whereas if it is mental content then it is eternal and divine. (The debate is reviewed 
by Peters.) As a consequence, Gimaret struggles with an appropriate translation 
for ma'nā, deciding to distinguish a technical meaning of ma'nà as “entity” from 
its ordinary and more linguistic sense, "signification" I think that what causes 
Gimaret to do this is the French conceptual vocabulary in which he is writing, in 
which signification is a concept very different from entité. But Arabic recognized 
no such difference; there was just ma‘nd. 

Frank makes the same distinction, in his case between ma'nà with the sense 
of reference and ma'nà with the sense of entitative attribute. But, much like Abū 
Hilal, he explains the latter via the former: "Ihe basic sense or connotation of 
‘ma'n here—most conspicuously in the phrase ‘ma‘nan za’idun ‘ala al-dat’ —is 
that of referent or, if you will, of a 'something' understood as the referent of one 
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of the terms, whether explicit or implicit, of the proposition in question?” I think 
that Frank is correct here, but I also think that the Anglophone conceptual vocabu- 
lary in which he is thinking produces, against the run of play in the language game 
from which it is being extracted, some confusion. There is also a degree of ambigu- 
ity with the word "entitative;' a word by no means in everyday use in English. John 
Duns Scotus (d. 1308) used the phrase "entitative" to distinguish material existence 
(or haecceity) from abstract, logical existence in the mind.” This seems to be at 
direct odds with the Arabic ma'nā; the examples we have seen are paradigmati- 
cally logical and abstract categories such as accidents and qualities. “Entitative” has 
also, ironically, been used in modern psychology for the exact opposite purpose: 
"entitative” in Donald Campbell’s work on social groups refers to the moment 
when we perceive a group of individuals as a group, when we give them an extra, 
cognitive, mental existence as group members.” This seems closer to the Arabic 
ma nā, but the connection to speech that Abū Hilal was so keen to preserve has 
been entirely lost. If we take "entitative" to mean simply “having existence,” so that 
Franks “entitative attribute" means “an attribute that exists” then the problem may 
be that "exists" pushes the user of English in the direction of extramental physical 
existence. This is especially risky if this “existence” is being opposed, as it is by both 
Frank and Gimaret, to a process of signification or reference connected to lan- 
guage. Frank was well aware of the uncertainty that he and Gimaret shared.** None 
of these problems existed in Arabic. All appear in translation. 

I would like to end this section with an example taken from Dhananis study 
of atomism. In it, Ibn Mattawayh (fl. early eleventh century) seems to speak to 
exactly this cluster of problems. Dhanani considers how we know accidents, and 
he quotes Ibn Mattawayh: "Accidents of location which we know immediately are 
known in a general and undifferentiated manner?* Now the Arabic that Dhanani 
provides includes the word ma nā. My translation might read: “and we necessarily 
know this mental content as a collection. [L.e., “in a general manner.’]” My transla- 
tion serves to highlight the role ma'nā is playing and to make us ask, What is this 
mental content of which Ibn Mattawayh writes? The quotation comes from the 
beginning of a chapter on "existence? Ibn Mattawayh explained that "existence" 
can have different names depending on what it is doing, so that existence can 
be called “motion,” or "rest, or "being-next-to,' or at the start of some processes 
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simply "existence.'* Ibn Mattawayh was therefore saying here that the mental 
content behind "existence" is this range of options, and we know all of them as a 
collective automatically, because we know what is happening when, for example, 
we stand up or sit down.* Schmidtkes edition of an anonymous twelfth-century 
commentary on the same work confirms this reading. The commentator said that 
Ibn Mattawayh used this chapter to “clarify the mental content of existence:”** If 
we have thus confirmed that Ibn Mattawayh was talking about ma'nā, and that his 
usage had ma'nā as the stuff of cognition, the category in which any conception of 
an idea such as “existence” must be included, then let us return to Dhanani' trans- 
lation. He uses the English phrase “are known” to stand in for the Arabic ma'nà. 
I seek not to criticize Dhananis excellent work on atomism but rather to note 
the importance of a conceptual category central to the Arabic understanding and 
analysis of cognition: ma'nā. I do not think we should let it slip by. For it implies 
that epistemology blurs into ontology, that the content of things is the content 
of our understandings of them, and that our understandings have an ontological 
status equivalent to the ontological status of “motion” in a body. So equivalent a 
status, in fact, that the same word, ma nā, is used without differentiation for both. 
This is the issue I will seek to address with Ibn Fürak in chapter 5. 


Divergent Concepts 


Let us take a break from theology. Kanazi wrote, in his 1989 study of Abü Hilal, 
that ma'nà was used by this lexicographer and literary critic ^with reference to 
divergent concepts.” Kanazi goes on to express concern: “Since it is essential to 
Abū Hilāls theory, it should have been defined and systematically employed in 
an equivalent sense; yet . . . it remains undefined, being used to indicate a vari- 
ety of heterogeneous notions.’® This does not seem to match the care and rigor 
with which we saw Abü Hilal explain his understanding of the difference between 
ma'nā and haqiqah. Kanazi read and referenced that same passage but thought 
that it did not align with Abū Hilal’s literary criticism, where ma'nà was used for: 
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“a) an idea, thought or concept which is unformulated in the mind, or formulated 
when one expresses it in words; b) a theme; c) the meaning of a word, phrase or 
other constructions; and d) the quality or character of a certain object? (Joseph 
Sadan also has a very useful list.) Kanazi then remarks in a footnote that "since, 
in some cases, one hesitates which of these numerous translations to adopt, I shall 
give the term in parenthesis, except in those rare cases where its interpretation 
is not open to question?" * The quality of Kanazis scholarship is not in question; 
like Frank, Kanazi identified his confusion and discussed it. But I do not think 
Abū Hilal's use of ma'nà was confusing to Abū Hilal, and I think that it is our job 
as philologists to try to recapture that clarity. We need to recognize that because 
literary criticism in Classical Arabic had a different conceptual vocabulary, it con- 
sequently had a different conceptual framework. 


A Grid of Principles and Contexts 


Recent scholarship on ma'nā has focused on the most famous of Arabic liter- 
ary critics, and the subject of my chapter 7 in this book, al-Gurģānī. In 2014, 
Nejmeddine Khalfallah published a study of al-Guršānīs semantic theory that 
focused on mental content: “le fruit de l'opération cognitive.”** This was an impor- 
tant recognition that al-Gurģānīs account of cognition and metaphor had a stable 
conceptual vocabulary and a logical order, *une grille de principes et de notions qui 
expliquent les conditions dans lesquelles émerge et fonctionne le sens.” My con- 
cern with this grid is that by placing ma'nā in different sections according to what 
Khalfallah sees as its different functions, we risk losing sight of the very aesthetic 
unity that I think al-Gurģānīs theory was designed to capture. Al-Gurgani knew 
that if theory could achieve terminological eloquence it would stand the test of 
time, and concision was an important part of this eloquence. Ibn Sinà had agreed: 
"If in the immediately apparent understanding of a vocal form there is something 
that will allow for concision, then choosing another route is a kind of weakness.””° 
Al-Gurģānī thought that the famed opening lines of Sibawayhs Kitab achieved 
the terminological eloquence he was looking for: some parts of the fundamen- 
tal books of scholarship have an inimitable elegance of vocal form and syntax, 
and indeed this is precisely what makes them fundamental. Sibawayh's universally 
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memorized definition of the verb was an example of this.” Could al-Gurgani really 
have contemplated a theory in which there were four different unmarked kinds of 
ma'nā (“sens propres des mots,’ “sens grammaticaux,” "sens psychologique? and 
“thème "littéraire ")?7 Is Khalfallah correct to read al-Gurģānī with the conceptual 
vocabulary of French linguistic thought? Is he right to separate his accurate and 


philologically sensitive readings of ma nā into four separate categories? 


Lafz, , and ma'nā, , 
In 2016 Lara Harb published a fundamental study of al-Gurģānīs work on "form, 
content, and the inimitability of the Our ān” I have benefited a great deal from 
this article, and from Harbs 2013 dissertation on wonder,” but I would like to pro- 
pose a different translation strategy for lafz and ma'na. Harb splits the former into 
lafz, lafz , and lafz, and the latter into ma nā, ma nā, and ma nā. Let us first 
take lafz, which I argued above can be translated as *vocal form? Harb cites Abu 
Deeb and Heinrichs to make a division into “sound; “word combination” and 
*word choice;"* and it is indeed unarguable that al-Gurģānī uses lafz to talk about 
things that we might call sound, word combination, or word choice in English or 
German. But what we are all working on here is al-Gurģānīs theory, the language 
game he played, and in that language game there was only lafz. If we translate lafz 
with different versions of itself, then just as Kuhn has shown we risk obscuring 
the dynamics of al-Gurgani’s own use of the word. Most important, we skew what 
Kuhn called the normic expectations generated by a kind term. In other words, 
when we split lafz into lafz, lafz , and lafz , we thereby create an entirely new set 
of expectations linked to each of these variants and the force of al-Gurģānīs state- 
ment that something “is a lafz” is lost. The same thing happens with the tripartite 
division of ma nā. Harb reads ma nā as ma nā, (the signified, paired with lafz, as 
the signifier), ma nā, (the content, paired with lafz. as the combination of words 
or form), and ma nā, (the image of meaning, sūrat al-ma'nà, which is composed 
of lafz, and ma nā,).” My concern here is twofold: first of all, that the termino- 
logical efficiency we know al-Gurģānī was striving for is lost. Second, that the 
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influential changes that al-Guršānī made to the old pairing of lafz and ma'nā, 
and the new theoretical terms he proposed, lose their prominence. Harbs ma nā, 
is not a variant or dissonant usage of ma nā but, as she makes clear, a wholly dif- 
ferent concept: sūrat al-ma'nà, which (as Harb brilliantly explains in her article 
and dissertation) is a new sphere of analysis created by al-Gur£ani to allow him to 
explain his theories of aesthetic syntax. The argument I want to make here is not 
that Harb misunderstands al-Gurgani, for I have benefited from her work just as I 
have benefited from the work of Frank. What I want to do is propose a revision of 
their translation strategies, so as to dispense with a practice of dividing up words 
that I think causes more problems than it solves. 

The process we see under way in the scholarship of Harb, Frank, and Khalfallah 
is that identified by Quine in the discussions above: the translator will inevitably 
"put a premium on structural parallels" and will segment the Arabic source in a 
manner that corresponds to the segmentation of the English, French, or German 
target vocabulary. (See also Mohamed Ait El Ferrane.)/? The problem is that this 
takes the theoretical work of an eleventh-century scholar and explains it by a cor- 
respondence to the contemporary that can only be anachronistic; al-Gurģānī did 
not speak twenty-first-century European languages. In translation, one theory 
becomes another. This is an acceptable procedure for the translation of literature, 
where one is dealing ^with larger units than the word: the shape and syntax of 
sentences, the tone of voice, the weight of a phrase” (Creswell again).” But it is not 
so appropriate for theory, where the expectations created by the core conceptual 
vocabulary are so critical. This is even truer when the theory in question is itself 
a theory about language and cognition, when we are dealing with language about 
language. 


Meaning 


In English, the word “meaning” does a great deal of work. As we have already 
seen, it is often used to translate ma'nà. But “meaning” does not do the same 
work in English that ma nā did in Classical Arabic. In his survey of Abbasid liter- 
ary criticism, Abu Deeb recognized this fundamental difference. Arab critics had 
"a concept of meaning as an independent, complete, solid entity which it is pos- 
sible to isolate, describe and express in differing ways of precision, concision and 
eloguence” This is exactly right, and the name for that "independent, complete, 
solid entity" was ma'nà. Abu Deeb goes on to say that “meaning” as he knew 
it in European and Anglophone scholarship, *meaning as a vague, undefinable, 
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evolving presence in the text, inseparable from the language used to embody it, 
was hardly ever conceived of by Arab critics?"* 


THE DISTRACTION OF THE SIGN (SAUSSURE) 


It is not just "meaning? In the sections above we have encountered other critical 
aspects of our twenty-first-century conceptual vocabulary that shape the domesti- 
cation of Classical Arabic theory in English and other European languages. Some of 
the most prominent come from Saussure. The Swiss historical linguist is a primary 
point of reference for Anglophone and European discussions about what language 
is and how language works. Toril Moi has recently made a number of fundamental 
observations about Saussure’s place in our intellectual world, the first of which is 
that his account of linguistics (published posthumously in 1916) was transformed 
across the second half of the twentieth century not just into a general philosophy 
of language but into one that had an outsize impact on literary criticism: "In the 
humanities today, the doxa concerning language and meaning remains Saussurean 
or, rather, post-Saussurean.”” The subtle epistemological dominance of Saussures 
model of language in European thought explains why he is a point of reference for 
Arabists, or at least a point of reference when we try to translate. 

I have often tried to describe eleventh-century Arabic ideas about language to 
non-Arabist colleagues interested in language by asking them to imagine a world 
where everyone already knows and often uses the technical terms "signifier" and 
“signified” In English, these two words represent Saussures signifiant and signifié, 
and refer to the theory of meaning and reference he developed in Switzerland, 
France, and Germany in the twentieth century. But knowledge of this intellectual 
history tends to be restricted to academics and linguists, and the words "signifier" 
and "signified" are not found in ordinary language, nor used widely or uniformly 
across twentieth- and twenty-first-century scientific and literary disciplines. The 
words that are found in ordinary language tend to be “word” and “idea? and 
the range of terminology available to describe processes of reference and meaning 
across literature, science, and philosophy is almost infinitely wide, from Jacques 
Derridas trace to the notion of a theoretical term in the philosophy of science.* 
However, in this specific cluster of eleventh-century Arabic conceptual vocabu- 
lary, the ordinary language was the same as the technical terminology, and that 
technical terminology was shared across literary criticism, linguistics, politics, 
theology, and more. Lafz, ma nā, and haqiqah—vocal form, mental content, and 
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the accurate account— were both technical terms containing theoretical assump- 
tions analogous to “signifier” and “signified? and at the same time parts of ordi- 
nary language analogous to “word” and “idea? When I introduce Saussure into the 
conversation, it is to show how far removed he is from Arabic. 

Harbs contrasting approach uses Saussure to parse out separate referents for 
the word ma nā. She writes that "if we were to borrow terminology from mod- 
ern semiotics” then when al-Gurģānī discusses the lafz and ma'nā of a single 
word he would be referring to the signifier and signified, respectively. She then 
captures al-Gurģānīs rejection of the long-running literary-critical argument 
between adherents of lafz and adherents of ma'nà as a move away from lafz as 
signifier (lafz ) to lafz as sign (lafz ): “The proper meaning of lafz . . . is therefore 
not the ‘signifier, which is limited to the ‘sound-image’ of a word, but the ‘sign, 
which incorporates the meaning of the word"? The problem that Harb, Khalfallah, 
and I all face when we invoke Saussure as part of an explanation of al-Gurgani 
is this sign. It is Saussure’s signature concept, and it is nowhere to be found in 
Arabic. Just like the word “meaning” in English, there is so much conceptual 
weight behind Saussurean vocabulary in English and French that the contours 
of eleventh-century Arabic theory are flattened when we mention Saussure. As 
Kuhn and Quine both said, audiences have no option but to domesticate a foreign 
vocabulary into their own in order to make sense of it. 

Moi has shown how much of structuralism, poststructuralism, and even the 
more recent turn to materialism has stemmed from readings and misreadings of 
Saussures idea of the sign.” The sign is a theoretical linguistic concept that has no 
basis in either ordinary human language or extramental reality. And here lies the 
epistemological risk inherent in translation strategies that use Saussure: they rep- 
licate Saussures limits and project them onto the eleventh century. For example, 
Saussure’s la langue served to remove consideration of usage from European lan- 
guage theory (la langue being the formal and artificial system he contrasted to 
untheorizable speech, le langage, and its individual human execution, la parole). 
And the semiotics of Emile Benveniste and Paul Ricoeur did nothing to recover 
pragmatics after Saussure. But back in the eleventh century, whenever al-Gurģānī 
talked about how language worked with lafz and ma'nà, he was giving the agency 
to human speakers who selected, under the restriction of precedent, vocal forms 
to communicate their mental contents. When he used on rare occasion the Arabic 
word for “sign” (simah), he was simply explaining the function of vocal form and 
its dependence on mental content: vocal forms indicate mental content, as do 
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signs.** The epistemological or ontological category that we need to talk about is 
ma nā; we need to ask what exactly the ma ānī were and where they were located. 
Introducing Saussures sign distracts us from this task. We do not need semiotics; 
rather we need intent and the lexicon. 

When we ask what exactly these ma ānī were and where they were located, 
we are asking how a kind term in eleventh-century Arabic conceptual vocabu- 
lary was used; we are not necessarily questioning the reality that this vocabulary 
sought to describe. In this translation process, we come to appreciate the utility of 
Wittgenstein's reminder that when we are talking about language, we need to look 
at usage. It is a mistake to elide our assumptions about some necessary structure 
to language that exists, something that is out there, in objective reality, that has a 
name in Arabic and a name in English or French. Such elisions generate the trans- 
lation problems encountered above. There is an elided commitment to the actual 
existence of Saussures sign behind any translation move that seeks to explain 
al-Gurģānī using Saussure. Wittgenstein reminds us that there is not necessarily 
anything there, and if there is nothing there to refer to, no idea of the cow floating 
behind the cow, no objective reality of a permanent structure for language and 
meaning, no sign, then we cannot explain al-Gurgani by splitting his categories up 
into different categories in order to connect them to Saussures categories. Instead 
we should follow al-Gurgani’s usage of his own categories and think with the help 
of Kuhn how they enabled him to construct his account of linguistic structure. 


HOMONYMY OR POLYSEMY? 


The same dynamic, in which a translation strategy for Arabic contains elided com- 
mitments to certain European theories, can be seen with the question of hom- 
onymy and polysemy. Should we describe what is happening in Arabic with these 
two terms? We could say that ma‘nd exhibits polysemy (in which the meanings 
are related) but it does not exhibit homonymy (in which the meanings are unre- 
lated). The problem is that this requires us to be confident about the existence 
of meanings and about our ability to map their relatedness, which is exactly the 
path Wittgenstein warned against. Consider the linguist John Lyons: “The distinc- 
tion between homonymy and polysemy . . . is very difficult to establish on general 
grounds, and may indeed rest upon ultimately untenable assumptions about the 
discreteness of the senses of lexemes?* When thinking about the meaning of the 
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verb “play” in sentences like “she plays chess better than she plays the flute" or “he 
played scrum-half in the afternoon and Hamlet in the evening” Lyons concludes 
that however useful the categories of pure homonymy and pure polysemy can be 
as explanatory framing, "it may well be that the whole notion of discrete linguis- 
tic senses is ill-founded; and, if it is, there is no hope of defining lexemes on this 
basis:”** This is linguistics with English as its target and subject matter. But distinc- 
tions that are questionable in English should not be used to frame and determine 
translations from Arabic. It is not the case that homonymy and polysemy are facts 
that exist regardless of context; they are theories of how language works that were 
developed in European and Anglophone linguistics. They are valuable, but they are 
a distraction from the task of translating eleventh-century Arabic, which had its 
own conceptual vocabulary and its own account of linguistic senses. The only fact 
on which we can ultimately rely is, as Wittgenstein said, the fact that Arabic schol- 
ars used the word ma nā to do things, just as we still use words to do things today. 

The Arabic conversation about homonymy, or polysemy, had in fact started with 
Sibawayh in the fourth section of al-Kitab. After dealing with the parts of speech 
(noun, verb, and particle), desinential inflections, and predication, he described 
the different ways in which vocal forms can refer to mental contents. The Arabs 
whose language he was analyzing used (1) different vocal forms for different men- 
tal contents, and (2) different vocal forms for the same mental content (such as 
"to leave" and "to depart”), and (3) the same vocal form for different mental con- 
tents." For this last category, Sibawayhs commentators tended to give the classic 
example of ‘ayn (which can mean in Arabic "eye, ^well/spring; and more), while 
Sibawayh himself had stated that (3) was like the verb “found” in “I found him to 
be excited" and “I found my lost sheep.”*? If we focus on the difference between the 
examples given by Sibawayh and his commentators, we see that Sibawayh went 
with what we might call “polysemy,’ whereas his commentators went with what we 
might call “homonymy.’ Just as Lyons documents disagreements about whether a 
certain English usage is homonymy (“bank ofa river" versus “money in the bank") 
or polysemy ("play rugby" versus "play the clarinet"), so we might see dissonance 
between the examples given by Sibawayh and by his commentators. 

However, such an identification of dissonance would be entirely dependent on 
our prior commitment to the existence of a real difference between homonymy 
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and polysemy, two categories that are facts of twentieth-century linguistics but 
not necessarily facts of language as such. As Lyons said, the difference between the 
two categories rests on a belief in discrete linguistic senses that may be ill founded 
(and would certainly not meet with approval from Wittgenstein). This is exactly 
the process that Quine was talking about when he said that translators inevitably 
favor structural parallels. The extra problem that we are dealing with here is that 
the structural parallels are themselves accounts of linguistic structure, and that 
linguistic structure creates the framework for the existence of the categories under 
consideration themselves. The circularity can be damaging. We think in Saussure's 
terms, or in terms of a difference between homonymy and polysemy. We inter- 
rogate our beliefs about Saussure or the distinction between homonymy and poly- 
semy when we do post-Saussurean or twentieth-century linguistics, but when we 
come to translate, the uncertainty inherent in these theories is flattened away, and 
their vocabulary starts to shape our reading of Arabic. 


FOLK THEORY OR TECHNICAL TERMINOLOGY? 


Roland Greene wrote at the beginning of his book-length study of five words that 
"words that maintain a disciplinary purchase but are also used in everyday life 
tend to be complex semantic events.”* This is certainly true of ma'nà. We have 
already met ma'nā as a technical translation solution, a partisan position, and 
then in commonplace statements such as that “there is no ma‘nd to someones 
statement that . . "? or “you have no ma'nā at the court of the caliph,” which imply 
that ma‘nd was an almost colloquial way of saying “meaning” or even “point.” 
We are dealing with both what philosophers today call "folk theory” and what 
they call "philosophy" Folk theory is when nonphilosophers use commonplace 
words in regular patterns in everyday life based on rough shared assumptions; 
so, for example, the popular use of “word” and “idea” in English amounts to a 
folk theory of meaning, in which words refer to ideas. Philosophy, like science, is 
understood by its practitioners as more carefully defined. This more careful pro- 
cess of definition could be thought to give some of the words used more purchase, 
just as Kuhn thought that kind terms and core conceptual vocabulary could help 
create the worlds they described.” At the same time, however, we should be wary 
of privileging scientific discourse about language over the actual ordinary use of 
language. When the subject matter of concern is language itself, the ordinary lan- 
guage used becomes the data set for the scientific inquiry. If the Arabic scientific 
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inguiry in which we are interested took place with a conceptual vocabulary that 
was also part of ordinary language at the time, the risks of confusion and circular- 
ity are substantial. 

Frank made salient observations in this regard, but his strategy was to draw dis- 
tinctions between theoretical terminology and ordinary language. (Peters did the 
same.)* This strategy held the same risks for the coherence of the original texts as 
did his strategy of dividing up ma'nā into separate words. He struggled to main- 
tain the separation or to provide reasons why one word should be read formally 
whereas another has a technical meaning “intimately related" to “common use?” 
The problem with introducing a distinction between formal and ordinary lan- 
guage that is not present in the texts themselves is that it opens the door for other 
anachronistic concerns to follow. The problem that sneaks in here is the modern 
sensitivity to the difference between words and things (which we will meet again 
in chapter 5). When discussing the words haqīqah and hadd (“accurate account” 
and “formal definition"), Frank wrote that both pointed to ma'nà and described 
how a ma'nà is indicated. He went on: "The meaning of these terms differs from 
that of their more common usage. In their usual occurrence .. . they are... com- 
monly employed to talk about words and expressions? Hagīgah "signifies the strict 
or lexically most proper meaning of a word, ‘hadd its definition, and ‘ma‘nd’ its 
meaning? This makes sense, although the language here does not seem to be par- 
ticularly ordinary. He then says, "In the formal use with which we are presently 
concerned, however, they refer not to words or intentions but to the objective real- 
ity of beings as such?” This is the moment where, in this important 1999 article, 
Franks own conceptual vocabulary takes control. The sources themselves make 
no distinction between formal and ordinary language, nor do they have a concern 
with the difference between language and the "objective reality of beings as such” 
They do not appear to care about the same things that Frank cares about. This 
observation will lead us, in chapter 5, in some interesting directions. But first, the 
lexicon. 
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When God spoke to the human race, his words indicated mental contents. Humans 
then tried, with the help of theologians and exegetes, to understand exactly what 
those mental contents were. When poets spoke to the human race, they did so 
with images and metaphors that made mental contents interact with each other, 
creating chain reactions of human cognition. Between God and the poets, these 
same reactions and connections between mental contents were the subject matter 
of logic, where they were manipulated by the Aristotelian syllogism. All the while, 
in a process that underpinned the language of God, the poets, and the logicians, 
the lexicographers wrote and curated dictionaries that mapped the connections 
between vocal forms (alfaz) and mental contents (ma ‘ani). 

In this chapter, we will engage the lexical work and theory of ar-Ragib and 
some of his contemporaries. Ar-Ragib primarily worked in the linguistic dis- 
ciplines of hermeneutics, lexicography, and poetics. In all of these places, the 
relationships of vocal forms to mental content were his primary concern. In the 
lexicon, which as we will see was much more than just a dictionary, there was 
nothing but the interaction between vocal form and mental content. The lexicon 
recorded and managed the connections between the two. Reading the lexicon 
also puts us in a position to understand two specific ways that vocal form and 
mental content connected with each other: pragmatics and nonliteral language. 
It is only by spending time with the lexicon, and the lexicographers who curated 
it, that we can understand what was at stake in discussing the intentions behind 
speech acts, and how those speech acts were understood to either follow some 
lexical precedent and be accurate (haqiqah) or deviate from precedent and go 
beyond the lexicon (magaz). 
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The problem with hermeneutics is that it is always looking for a foundation. 
When one thinks about what things mean, where does one go to check ones con- 
clusions? How can one prove, in an argument, that this interpretation is correct 
and that one is wrong? The answer in eleventh-century Arabic is the lexicon. It 
consisted of vocal forms that were connected to mental contents. Meaning was 
therefore always verifiable; one had only to return to the lexicon to establish what 
each vocal form indicated. The lexicon would always provide an account of an 
original connection between vocal form and mental content, a connection that 
was then the foundation for any subsequent hermeneutical work. 

Then lexicon provides us with an account of its own constituent parts: vocal 
form and mental content. Ar-Ragib defined lafz thus: “The ‘vocal forn in speech 
is figuratively derived from the act of ejecting something from ones mouth or flour 
being discharged from a millstone”' He defined ma‘na thus: “The ‘mental content 
is what speech intends to communicate and that with which it is concerned”? As 
for speech (al-kalam), it was this pairing working in tandem: “The word ‘speech’ 
covers both the vocal forms when syntactically organized and the mental contents 
that lie beneath them.” Here we have the three components that make up the 
lexicon and that constitute the entirety of human speech: vocal forms, mental con- 
tents, and connections made between them. (Abū Sulayman Hamd al-Hattābī, a 
contemporary of ar-Rāģibs, d. ca. 996, put the same trio into rhymed prose: lafzun 
hāmilun wa-ma nā bi-hi gā'imun wa-ribātun lahumā nāzimun.)* In the defini- 
tions ar-Rāģib provides for lafz and ma‘nd we see two fundamental kinds of lexical 
statements. The first connects a vocal form to a mental content with a single state- 
ment: “mental content is what . . " The second explains how a vocal form has come 
to mean something through a process of lexical development, in this case borrow- 
ing a vocal form originally connected to the acts of ejecting spittle from a mouth 
or flour from a millstone, and creation of a new use for that same vocal form to 
mean the ejecting of speech from the lips. Ar-Ràgib was prepared to argue for 
lexical connections from use and to give his own figurative explanations for those 
connections. He personified mental content and wrote that it was "the divulging 
of what the vocal form had encompassed”> He reported a popular etymology of 
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another word for speech (nutq) that related it to a belt or girdle (nitāg) because 
“a vocal form is like a belt that surrounds and encompasses the mental content.” 
The role of the lexicographer is to regulate the connections between vocal form 
and mental content, provide their genealogies, manage their changing uses, and 
explain them to readers. 

Arabic lexicography understood any connection between mental content and 
vocal form, between cognition and the physical existence of voice or writing, as 
a moment of “placing” (wad"). This is the act of name giving or reference setting 
that is sometimes called *imposition" in Anglophone philosophy of language or 
was called “baptism” in European scholasticism: “Baptism, stripped of its religious 
connotations and understood as a pure naming ceremony, provides an excellent 
metaphor for the process by which, in the causal theory of reference, words are 
attached to things or sorts of things" (John Marenbon on the twelfth-century 
European philosopher Abelard.) In Arabic, the source of the metaphor was more 
prosaic: the vocal forms had simply been "placed" or "put down” in the lexicon. 
I translate wad' as "lexical placing; another uneasy neologism coined to reflect 
its epistemological independence from English. In the texts under consideration, 
therefore, vocal forms are lexically placed to communicate mental contents. 
Everyone writing about language in Arabic agreed that this was the operative pro- 
cess. There were disagreements, as we will see, about the exact history of this lexi- 
cal placement and the degree of divine involvement, but all agreed that this was the 
structure within which language was created and existed. 

The Arabic word for "lexicon" was al-luģah, often translated as "language" (and 
usually in modern Arabic used to mean just that). For eleventh-century Arabic 
a translation of al-lugah as “language” doesn't quite work. “Language” in English 
has to include the use human beings make of it. But the Arabic lexicon is the 
part of language that does not move during a conversation: humans refer to it for 
explanation and are limited by it when it comes to choice of expression; it is where 
one goes to determine meaning. When a scholar like ar-Rāģib or Ibn Fürak says 
al-lugah, they mean this lexicon, they do not mean language. The centrality of this 
lexicon to eleventh-century Arabic theory cannot be overstated. It was founda- 
tional for grammar, legal theory, poetics, and all human and divine communica- 
tion. Not everybody wanted to be restricted by it, and many of its curators were 
busy adapting it to circumstance, but everyone had to engage with it. 

Where was this lexicon? It seems scarcely credible that it could be an actual 
book, but by the eleventh century that is exactly what scholars like ar-Rāģib and 
Ibn Fürak thought the lexicon was. Their predecessors in Arabic scholarship had 
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been producing Arabic-to- Arabic dictionaries since the eighth century and would 
continue to do so for another millennium at least. (See Ramzi Baalbaki and Tamás 
Ivānyi.)* These dictionaries were published books, available on the open market 
and written on the widely available medium of paper since the ninth century. 
They were all multivolume and comprehensive surveys of the entire language, 
and they were accompanied in the market by the separate genre of popular word 
lists on specific subjects like plants or particular animals (for an example, Larsen).? 
In an intellectual culture where memorization was praised as a scholarly faculty, 
this meant that authority was inevitably vested in the lexicographers who read 
the dictionaries to which they had access and then wrote their own, improved, 
extended versions. Ar-Rāģib was one such lexicographer, and although he did not 
claim that his dictionary was comprehensive beyond the vocabulary of the Quran, 
he could not resist including many words not found in revelation (like ma nā, for 
example). In eleventh-century Arabic theory, hermeneutics had a physical foun- 
dation in the books on scholars' shelves. 


PRINCIPLES (AL-USŪL) 


Scholars in the eleventh century could look to the books on their shelves to find out 
what words meant, and therefore to understand what people and God intended. 
But their activity was more than just passive recourse; it was an active drive to 
produce more of the lexical reference that they were using, and thereby improve 
the stock of lexicography. (This is the sort of pun of which the lexicographers are 
fond: eleventh-century Arabic dictionary-writing both increased the number of 
available dictionaries in stock and raised the status, the stock, of the dictionary- 
writing endeavor.) It is important to remember how active this lexical drive to 
create meaning was, because the lexicon can appear static, and the rhetoric around 
its historical status stressed the conservative approach that lexicographers took 
to its modification. But when Arabic scholars were looking for meaning, they 
were creating meaning. There is no way to look at ar-Ragibs Quranic glossary, 
or the dictionary of his contemporary Ibn Faris (whom we met defining ma'nā 
in chapter 2.) other than as attempts to create meaning for the intellectual com- 
munity. The primary way to do this was through statements about the origins 
of words and their morphological construction. The Arabic word here was asl, 
a root or root principle. Let us take the example of the word “lexicon” itself in 
Ibn Fāriss dictionary. We look it up under its morphological components, and we 
learn that the three core components (Arabic words are composed of ordered sets 
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of consonants; see Petr Zemánek)” of the word lugah are l-ġ-w and they have “two 
sound principles, the first of which indicates a thing that should not be counted, 
and the second indicates being addicted to a thing." 

Ibn Fāris goes on to explain, using the Quran and poetry (two of the para- 
digmatic lexical sources, the other being lexicographical fieldwork with nomadic 
native speakers), that the first of the two principles for /-g-w is “should not be 
counted" and that it plays out in usage as a failure to count members of a group of 
camels, or God not counting certain people as believers, or the error in perception 
when one sees someone approaching and initially gets their name wrong. The sec- 
ond principle, "being addicted to;" is the source of the word al-luģah, and Ibn Faris 
suggests an etymological process of derivation by which those who possess the 
Arabic lexicon are addicted to it, and it is thereby called "a quantity to which one 
is addicted?" A tone of conservative consistency must, by definition, run through 
all dictionaries, and Ibn Fāriss is no exception. But these principles were being 
built at the same time as they were being recorded in the eleventh century, and if 
we look to Ibn Fāriss contemporary the great grammarian and language theorist 
Ibn Ginni, we read a very different lexical account of the same word for “lexi- 
con? Ibn Ginni' definition of the lexicon is: “The sounds with which all peoples 
express their aims . .. morphologically derived from the verb Jaga, which means 
‘to speak?” Ibn Ginni disagrees entirely with Ibn Faris about the meaning of the 
verb from which they are agreed the word is morphologically derived. The sub- 
stantial gap between "talking" and "addiction" should give the lie to any claim that 
eleventh-century lexicography was derivative rather than creative. At the same 
time, the tantalizing prospect of a semantic connection between "talking" and 
"addiction" should reinforce our understanding of Arabic lexicography as creative 
art. (It is worth noting in an aside that this art would reach fruition in 1855 when 
Ahmad Faris aš-Šidyāg published his novel dictionary Kitab as-Sāg ‘ala as-Sāg fi 
mā huwa al-Fāriyāg, a book that joked about, criticized, praised, recaptured, and 
rewrote anew the Arabic lexicon.)'* 

A second answer to the question, "Where is the lexicon?” is that it is, of 
course, with God. He created the original lexicon (as! al-luģah), just as he created 
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everything else. The Ouran told ar-Rāģib, Ibn Fūrak, Ibn Fāris, Ibn Ginnī, and 
their predecessors and contemporaries that God taught all the names to Adam 
(Ouran 2:31, al-Bagarah). There was an extended conversation among both lexi- 
cographers and theologians as to what form this teaching took. Did God teach 
the names (nouns) but not the verbs? Did he teach Adam certain names while 
language as such had actually been developed through convention, by humanity 
on its own? Did he teach Adam the ma ānī, as we saw al-Gahiz argue in chap- 
ter 2? I have edited and translated ar-Rāģibs position on this debate elsewhere” 
and will report only the conclusion to his discussion here: “God taught Adam 
all the names by teaching him the rules and principles to cover individual spe- 
cifics and implementations. It is after all known that teaching the universals is 
a greater wonder and something closer to the divine than simply teaching a boy 
one letter after another" 5 Ar-Ragib was at a critical epistemological moment here. 
With the existence of multiple human languages being an empirical fact, and with 
both the truth ofthe Quranic revelation and the monotheistic purity of the creator 
being articles of faith, ar-Rāģib had to provide an answer to the same question that 
vexed Plato in the Cratylus: Where does language come from? And at this criti- 
cal moment ar-Ràgib made a rhetorical appeal to an epistemology of principles 
not instances, universals not particulars, and rules from which one could reason 
rather than examples that one had to repeat. This power of this appeal rested on an 
assumption that his readers were familiar with the vocabulary of both philhellenic 
logic and legal theory. Even though he was a lexicographer, ar-Ràgib thought that 
the principles behind a dictionary were more amazing than its entries. 

Principles were simply more important. They underpinned all eleventh- 
century thought. (For the history of this methodological approach, see Endress.)" 
"Real accurate knowledge is knowledge of the principles that encompass applica- 
tions and of the universal mental contents that comprise particulars. Examples of 
these mental contents include knowledge of the substance of the human being or 
of the horse? We are back to mental contents as the stuff of cognition here, and this 
mental content is what universal concepts are made of; ma'nā is the cognition of 
what we cannot see or touch (“horseness,” for example). In the mind there are also 
"rules by which accurate accounts of things are known,’ which function as principles 
of multiplication in mathematics, dimension and quantity in geometry, and as prin- 
ciples of law, theology, and grammar. “Knowledge of particulars without knowledge 
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of their principles is not knowledge.” It therefore had to be the case that God taught 
Adam the principles of language, rather than going through every individual word 
one-by-one. This reinforces my observation that the lexicon was a human creation, 
and specifically a creation for which the lexicographers understood themselves as 
responsible. What, exactly, were they building? They were building knowledge of 
the world that was accessed through language: “One knows a name only when one 
knows the thing named, and when one attains this knowledge in ones conscious- 
ness. The information there can be substance, accident, quantity, quality, relation, 
and other accidents, according to all of which the name of the thing can differ. A 
human being has to know these mental contents both cumulatively and separately 
in order to know names” This is ar-Rāģibs answer to the question of what lan- 
guage is and how it works: lexicon and cognition take center stage. 

When the lexicon and cognition take center stage, lexicographers find them- 
selves right at the heart of the relationship between God and humanity. Let us take 
an example from Ibn Fürak. At the start of the twentieth chapter of his book, on 
the subject of “capability,” Ibn Fürak wrote that humans can be described with lexi- 
cal accuracy as having capability (albeit according to the doctrine of acquisition, 
on which see further below.) He then said that God's "ability" cannot be called 
“capability, because there is no precedent for this description in divine revelation. 
However, he continued, if one looks at the question from the perspective of mental 
content, then ability is the same mental content as capability, "and the lexicogra- 
phers do not distinguish between these two mental contents, just as they do not 
distinguish between ability and potentiality, or between knowledge and cognition, 
or between movement and transfer”? Unlike Abū Hilal, Ibn Fürak believed that 
multiple vocal forms in language can refer to the same mental content. What is 
interesting about this discussion is that two opposing hermeneutical dynamics are 
in play at the same time. 
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On the one hand, there is the claim that evidence of God's word choice, 
found in language that comes from God, is the way to decide what God meant. 
We cannot guess what God meant, and so we have to follow his precedent as 
found in the lexicon he provided. However, there is another reading in play 
here, which Ibn Fürak calls "the mental-content route? If we go down the men- 
tal-content route, then we say that when we find "ability" in revelation, it has 
the same mental content as “capability,” and we therefore do not have to follow 
divine precedent. What mental content does here is enable Ibn Fürak to posit a 
hermeneutical space for which there is no divine evidence and in which he can 
exercise his own judgment as to what God's words mean. The lexicographers are 
equally important in both these dynamics; whether lexical accuracy relies on 
divine precedent or human reasoning, the lexicon is still the place that connects 
specific vocal forms to mental contents, thereby enabling us to understand what 
God meant. 

Ar-Rāģib shared Ibn Fūraks respect for divine precedent, stating on more 
than one occasion that it was the only proper way to determine the correct 
words to describe God,” but he did not collapse multiple vocal forms into the 
same mental content with the frequency of Ibn Fürak. He was therefore closer to 
Abū Hilāl, whose project was intended to demonstrate the complete absence of 
synonymy in Arabic and included analyses of how those vocal forms adduced by 
Ibn Fürak (ability and potentiality, knowledge and cognition) did in fact refer to 
different mental contents in each case.” On the pairing of ability and potential- 
ity, ar-Ragib was particularly scathing, reporting how a senior scholar refused 
to even say the word "potentiality” while exclaiming: "This expression is used 
by philosophers so instead I say 'ability'" Ar-Ragib was unimpressed with this 
attitude to the lexicon: "It was as if he didn't know the difference between the 
two words in common usage, never mind among specialists!” Clearly, the lexi- 
cographers do not in any sense represent a single authoritative source. Ibn Fürak 
used them to argue that multiple vocal forms had the same mental content, and 
ar-Rāģib and Abū Hilal used them to argue that multiple vocal forms had differ- 
ent mental contents. The lexicon was equally important in each case. In effect, 
"the lexicographers" was shorthand for a prolonged and iterative lexical argu- 
ment about meaning, in which eleventh-century scholars could pick and choose 
as they saw fit. 
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INTENT 


A theory of language that only has two components, vocal form and mental con- 
tent, must account for the connections between them. Ar-Rāģib, his contempo- 
raries, and his predecessors did this with intent. The idea that the intent of a speech 
act governed its meaning gained traction in European and Anglophone scholar- 
ship only in the twentieth century with the work of Paul Grice and J.L. Austin 
(and of course Wittgenstein). This gave subsequent theorists a set of new resources 
that they called "pragmatics” Kepa Korta and John Perry open their Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on pragmatics with a quote from Voltaire: "When 
a diplomat says yes, he means perhaps; when he says perhaps, he means no.)^ In 
the Arabic eleventh century, this was a well-established methodology. As we just 
saw with ar-Ragib, one could intend either Zayd the person or Zayd the name while 
using the unchanged vocal form “Zayd” The connection between mental content 
and vocal forms was made by speakers’ intent: people wanted to say things.” The 
theorizing of intent primarily took place in the discipline of legal theory, where 
in order to decide what speakers meant, the scholars had to account systemati- 
cally for the intentions behind speech acts. This held for both God, whose com- 
mands in the Quran needed to be understood so that they could be followed, and 
for human beings themselves, whose contractual undertakings with each other 
needed to be codified so that they could be legislated. The secondary scholarship 
on legal theory is substantially more developed than in any other field of Classical 
Arabic language theory. Notable works are Mohammed M. Yunis Ali's synchronic 
analysis in Medieval Islamic Pragmatics, Robert Gleaves work on literalism, Joseph 
Lowry’s study of the foundational monograph by the ninth-century aš-Šāfiī, 
Behnam Sadeghi's investigation of the frameworks in which laws were made, and 
David Vishanoff’s diachronic survey of the jurisprudential responses to the ques- 
tion of what God meant. This is how al-Guwayni (Imàm al-Haramyn, d. 1085: fl. 
in Nishapur and the teacher of al-Gazālī) explained the relationship between law 


24. Korta and Perry (2015). 

25. VALLE Judi g pe Ule of Gall Lol a JE pope ga le de Juil OS bhl gai OI 
Jala Jal a OS bal) Yy LBL SS 6 ue sua pled of. Abū Hilal (2006, 143.20-21). And selec- 
tions from passages already encountered: 

22. as ym, q^ [e iii! 8 n Oy oi... Abū Hilal (2006, 45.18-19), 

oss Op WSS ted igi I ad al Silly Qe OG UE Uw Gd... Abü Hilal 
(2006, 45.21-22), 

SES DSL „Jā! ‘ai ga sr! od... al-Qàdi ‘Abd al-Gabbàr (1965-74, 5:253.4-5), 
lg gals ls; st! ALS che cu bul Os al . . . al-Gurģānī (19922, 540.14-541.1). 

26. Ali (2000), Gleave (2012), Lowry (2007), Sadeghi (2013, esp. 24, 37-38), Vishanoff (2011). 


96 THE LEXICON 


and language: “Most of the work in legal theory deals with vocal forms and mental 
contents. Mental contents are dealt with as part of legal analogy. A concern with 
vocal forms is indispensable, for the divine revelation is in Arabic. . . . Legal theo- 
rists have a particular focus on those aspects of language that are not dealt with by 
lexicographers and grammarians. Legal theorists focus on bringing out the divine 
law, and they work on commands, prohibitions, statements of general versus par- 
ticular applicability, and questions of exceptions from rules?" 

The lexicon provided a framework for the divination of intent. How could one 
know what language users meant when they used a vocal form if not by reference to 
precedent and a history of usage in the speech community that was recorded by the 
lexicographers? The same is of course true of the quotation from Voltaire: only a his- 
tory of usage can allow us to make sense of the idea that a diplomat might say “yes” 
and mean "perhaps? And yet that lexical precedent would almost never provide a 
single unimpeachable answer. In Arabic, there was always room to posit another 
meaning, perhaps a rarer meaning, which, as long as some lexical evidence was pre- 
sented, could be made to stand up in argument with ones peers. The reason for this 
flexibility was the assumption that intent was how language functioned. The intent of 
a speaker was always an integral part of the model of signification, its third term or 
copula. For ar-Rāģib, the definition of mental content itself was intent: "Mental con- 
tent is what speech intends to communicate and that with which it is concerned... 
contained as intent beneath the vocal form?” With a vocal form, a speaker intended 
a mental content, while the lexicon both restricted and registered their choice. 


NAME, NAMED, AND NAMING (ISM, MUSAMMĀ, 
TASMIYAH) 


There was a fraught exegetical and theological debate about the status of name, 
named, and naming that had started in the eighth century.? Ibn Fürak reports that 
a group of theologians with whom al-Aš'arī had disagreed held that "the name is 
the thing named”? It was a statement that seems either counterintuitive or wildly 
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simplistic. It was an example of how problematic it was to do either hermeneutics or 
language theory without a stable conceptual vocabulary for reference and significa- 
tion. Such a conceptual vocabulary was, of course, always available in the combina- 
tion ofvocal form and mental content. But in this particular debate, we are at a point 
in the early history of the archive when that structural assumption, which I have been 
arguing was everywhere, was not yet omnipresent. We are dealing with a theological 
debate that in the eleventh century must have seemed conceptually anachronistic. 
This is the context for Ibn Fūraks reference, in a book full of careful delineations 
of reference and meaning, to an apparently simplistic theory in which "the name is 
the thing named” Let us now go back and reconstruct the debate with interpretative 
charity and brevity. (It has been dealt with in detail in the secondary literature.)* 

The issue at hand is the relationship between linguistic acts of description of 
God, God's own revealed descriptions of himself and their ontological status, and 
the nature of God5 divine self. In one of the earliest extant exegeses of the Quran, 
Abū ‘Ubaydah (d. ca. 825) wrote that “in ‘the name of God’ is actually just ‘in God” 
because the name of the thing is the thing in reality" Abū Ubaydah then referred 
to a poet from the time of the Quranic revelation (Labid, d. 661) who used the ref- 
erential function of language as an image: “The name of peace is upon them”? Abū 
"Ubaydahs point was that Arabic speakers primary and natural use of language was 
to refer to things, not to refer to words. When the poet said, "The name of peace is 
upon them, he did not mean that some linguistic act was floating above the people 
in question; he meant that they were actually in reality at peace. If a ninth-century 
exegete needed to make this apparently obvious point about how language works, 
we can infer that questions were being asked along the lines of; ^What is the status 
of the ‘name in the Quranic phrase ‘in the name of God’ [the basmalah]? Is it sepa- 
rate from God himself? Is this something like the Christian Trinity?” 

One initial theological response was to stress that language was completely 
separate from existence and that the fact that God has names means not that 
names exist alongside him but rather that human beings use names to describe 
his eternal divinity. This was the position of the Mu tazilah, that the human use 
of a name (tasmiyah) can be distinguished from the thing named, that this use 
is the name, and that there is no other thing involved.» We read ‘Abd al-Gabbar 
in the eleventh century affecting shock at the naivety of the earlier statements 
and suggesting that the claim “the name is the thing named” stemmed from a 
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desire to avoid the existence of a created Quran on earth, which containing God's 
name as it did would imply that God himself was created. "This is obviously false, 
because God is not literally in the Quran!” exclaimed ‘Abd al-Gabbar; what is in 
the Quran is our linguistic statement of his name.^ The problem with reading 
this debate is that neither side, fighting as they are polemical battles over right 
belief, is prepared to give the other side its due. All we can do is read the vio- 
lent shifts in perspective between lines of analysis assuming the statement "God 
has a name" refers to two separate physical things and lines of analysis assum- 
ing “God has a name” to be tautology because the word “God” is itself a name. 
Shifting back away from ‘Abd al-Gabbār to the original worry about the onto- 
logical status of names, we can read Abū Sa'īd ad-Dārimī (d. 894) writing with 
an apparently equal degree of shock and incomprehension that the problem with 
the Mu tazili position was that it implied God was a nameless person, unknown, 
with no idea who he was, until he created humans, they started talking about him 
in their language, and then they lent him a human name.” Outrageous! In the 
late tenth century, al-Bāgillānī agreed with ad-Dārimī and returned to the line of 
poetry that Abū ‘Ubaydah had cited (noting that "lexicographers are the founda- 
tion stone!") to ask how the name (ism) could be the act of naming (tasmiyah) 
when the lexicographers had already said the poet didn't intend that a speech- 
act-of-naming-peace be upon those people, but rather that they just be at peace! 
Ithink that the shifts in perspective here in this debate are so extreme because it 
is language and its relationship to reality that is at stake. The analysis leaps from 
the world to the sounds and marks of linguistic activity without any intermediary, 
and this is what made it so unstable a conversation for both the Classical Arabic 
scholars taking part in it and for the twentieth-century scholars trying to read it. 
The missing intermediary is the mind. If a conceptual vocabulary is available that 
can clarify the relationship between things, ideas, and words, then the argument 
about how exactly they relate can take place more easily. It is exactly that role that 
we see ma nā playing in other debates. The names-versus-named debate was an 
early and rare moment of fundamental confusion, and it throws into sharp relief 
the absence of such confusion in games that used the word ma nā. It is also more 
than possible that scholars such as ad-Dārimī and al-Bāgillānī were not so much 
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confused as deliberately misinterpreting their theological opponents; not guite 
the "this stuff wasnt really meant to make sense" of Franks interlocutor but cer- 
tainly evidence of a lack of interpretative charity that may also have been present 
in the debate's earlier centuries." 

Indeed, what happened in subsequent generations was that the debate about 
the name and the named became a byword for the sort of theological confusion 
that scholars sought to avoid. In twelfth-century Baghdad, Ibn al-Gawzi (d. 1200) 
was a preacher, intellectual, and director of five madrasas. In his heresiographi- 
cal polemic The Deceit of Satan, he attacked theology in the same way as we saw 
ar-Rāģib do over a century earlier and (while attributing the sentiment to the great 
ninth-century jurist Muhammad b. Idris aš-Šāfi 1, d. 820) wrote that “if you hear 
someone saying that the name is the named, or is not the named, then bear witness 
that he is a theologian and has no religion” An alternative voice from the twelfth 
century, the even more famous al-Gazālī, did not share Ibn al-Gawzīs rejection of 
theology and therefore had to take the opposite approach to the complex of prob- 
lems around the name and the named. Al-Gazālīs monograph, probably written 
around the year 1100, is an explanation of the mental contents of God's names.” 
The first chapter starts with the mental content of the name, the named, and the 
naming. The way to uncover the accurate accounts of this matter, wrote al-Gazālī, 
is to distinguish the mental content of each vocal form and to recognize that things 
exist in three ways: as physical entities in the world, as language on the tongue, 
and as knowledge in the mind. He also wrote that one needed to deal with the 
mental content of the copula itself (what was meant by "is” in "the name is the 
named).^ This is exactly the epistemological menu required to make sense of the 
matter at hand, and it was these ingredients that were absent in the earlier theo- 
logical debates. Al-Gazālfs intellectual debts to ar-Rāģib, and to Ibn Sina, have 
been established elsewhere," and it should suffice to note here that the recognition 
of the importance ofthe copula comes from the Aristotelian tradition via Ibn Sina, 
and the foregrounding of mental content as an epistemological tool for both divine 
reality and human language comes from the eleventh-century language theory 


37. See chapter 3 note 42. 

38. S Zo Vy PASII al oya el anl ALLE LAE gs KONI a je JI Ree ily JB. 
Ibn al-Gawzi (1983, 81.2-3), van Ess (1966, 319). 

39. Al-Gazālī (1986, xv). 

40. Ole V] aed ool GES E es Yy ss Rodi ul eI une Olu 3I Dad 
BES quin Mb hab gh ignes ph gh Gi jās Oly pi foie BI BUDI ede a oly DS igne 
oles a [T OL "T. 133334 oue MI T tases lo ol eo. «SU». Al-Gazālī (1986, 17.2, 
"——] i : 

41. Janssens (2003), Madelung (1974). 


100 THE LEXICON 


exemplified by Ibn Fūrak and ar-Rāģib. I do not wish to argue that the conceptual 
vocabulary of mental content caused al-Gazālī to make better analytical assess- 
ments of questions like the name and the named, but rather that na nā, mental 
content, was part ofa conceptual vocabulary that enabled him to do so. The degree 
to which it enabled scholars to theorize can be seen from the pained arguments 
that took place in its absence. 

Ar-Rāģib decided to take part in that conversation at the traditional trigger 
point of the first verse of the Quran and the basmalah invocation ("In the name 
of God, the merciful, the beneficent”) that both was used before ritual recitation 
and is found in the Quranic text itself. Ibn Fürak, on the other hand, decided to 
address the conversation as a foundation for his complete analysis of the divine 
attributes, and he split the difference between the two arguing sides reviewed 
above.” He disagreed with the statement that the name was the named, and he 
also disagreed with the statement that the name was just the use of the name. Ibn 
Fürak wanted to preserve the separation of God from his divine attributes while 
at the same time maintaining a sphere in which those same attributes could exist 
unconnected to human language. The problem with the Mu tazili position was 
that (as ad-Dārimī had shown) it implied God was dependent on humanity; if 
human language was all that mattered (and the Mu tazilah tended to assume lan- 
guage was a human convention),* then Gods divine knowledge or ability became 
dependent on human beings' ability to name him as knowing or able. Ibn Fürak's 
formulation was that "every use of the name is a name, but every name is not a use 
of the name”** This meant that God had divine attributes that could be named by 
humans but that these attributes also existed without reference to humans. 

Ar-Ragib dealt with the basmalah at the start of the Quran and quoted Abü 
"Ubaydah and the line of poetry from Labid approvingly. He equated the use of the 
name with the name itself, saying that “name” in this supplicative formulation was 
in effect functioning as a masdar (quasi-verbal event noun) and so "the name" and 
"the use of the name" were the same (not an inevitable lexical statement; cf. Abü 
Hilal).^ With regard to the theological argument about God's divine attributes, 
ar- Ragib split the difference using a technique different from Ibn Fūraks. He wrote 
that the two opposing sides were both right "from different perspectives" It was 
simply a matter of intent. One could say, "I saw Zayd” and thereby refer to the 
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actual named person Zayd, or one could say, “I called my son "Zayd'” and thereby 
refer to the name itself in language. This leads to the existence of homonymous 
phrases such as “Zayd is beautiful” which can refer to either the name or to the 
person, depending on intent. Ar-Rāģib noted that there are a great many errors 
made with such statements.^* 


ACCURACY AND BEYOND (HAQIQAH AND MAGĀZ) 


Connections between vocal forms and mental contents were recorded as prec- 
edent in the lexicon and that lexicon was then used and managed. Scholars such 
as ar-Rāģib made sense of the vastness of the lexicon by theorizing the existence 
of certain principles that structured it, and they made sense of actual language 
use by focusing on the intent behind specific speech acts. But the most important 
value applied to the lexicon was accuracy (hagīgah), the conception of which was 
closely tied to the lexicon itself. It was accompanied by its twin and opposite, the 
process of going beyond the lexicon (ma£az), which had its own epistemological 
and aesthetic value. Haqiqah was always used to describe a process that was accu- 
rate, correct, real, and true. To provide the haqiqah of something was to provide 
an accurate account of it, and this was a value that not everyone could neces- 
sarily access. When God showed Adam to the angels, they were unable to access 
the accurate accounts of the names. ^We know only what you taught us" say the 
angels to God (Quran 2:32), but Adam, God's newly embodied language-capable 
creation, knew the names, their accurate accounts, and the principles with which 
to manage them." He was the first lexicographer. Names in language were the way 
that things made their way into the heads of humans and angels alike, and when 
the accuracy of the resultant mental contents was at stake, ar-Rāģib used the word 
hagīgah. If things that were coming into peoples heads were speech acts or written 
words, then haqiqah was used for a specific kind of accuracy that relied entirely 
on the lexicon. 

This reliance took the form of a specific act of lexical placement that made a 
connection between a vocal form and a mental content, a connection deemed to 
be accurate by the lexicographers, who recorded it in the lexicon. There was con- 
sequently always a claim of consensus inherent in the use of haqiqah as a value; 
the assumption was that if something was hagīgah then everyone would agree 
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on it were they to have full access to the facts. This is why the hagiqah connec- 
tions in the lexicon were called asl al-luģah; the lexicon comprised only of accu- 
rate lexical placements was called “original” (asl) because it was a paradigm and 
a starting point. Ibn Fürak wrote that there were certain fundamental truths that 
were necessarily known by all living things sufficiently endowed with senses and 
reason, and that if disagreement were to be permitted in these cases it would lead 
to mutual ignorance of the haqa’ iq; mutual ignorance in the face of available accu- 
rate accounts was a contradiction in terms that proved the impossibility of dis- 
agreement about Jagīgah.** Any use of the word hagiqah can therefore be read as 
a scholar making a claim for an accurate account of world or lexicon with which 
no one would disagree. 

Hagīgah was about truth and accuracy, but at the same time it was about a 
certain kind of linguistic truth and accuracy that consisted solely of lexical plac- 
ing and precedent. Eleventh-century scholars used both kinds of accuracy to read 
texts produced either by God or by the poets and to play with the relationship 
between language and truth. The lexicographers noticed the gap between lexical 
truth and real truth. Ar-Ragib explained haqiqah as a word used to describe actual 
existence, deserved purview, true belief, sincere action, and speech that is neither 
lax nor exaggerated.^ In all these cases haqiqah was used for an accurate account 
of some truth that exists in the mind or in the world. Ar-Rāģib then went on to 
identify a language-facing usage of hagīgah that was the specific terminology of 
the jurists and theologians,” one that he himself would later use in his own poet- 
ics: vocal forms used according to their original lexical placement.* 

Abū Hilal, on the other hand, maintained that Jagīgah was primarily a descrip- 
tion of lexically accurate language and then secondarily, by the process of semantic 
extension we met above with ma nā, a description of accuracy with regard to ideas 
and things.” He also made some very meticulous observations about the poten- 
tial use of a language-based account of accuracy to describe nonlinguistic things 
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in the mind or in the world. First of all, he identified the truth-neutrality of the 
lexicon itself: *Haqiqah is a speech act that is used according to its lexical place in 
the original lexicon, regardless of its good or bad qualities, whereas truth [kaqq] 
is what is used according to its place as judged by wisdom; it can therefore be only 
good.” The process of verification (tahqiq, which we briefly encountered above), 
applies to both kinds of truth; accuracy with regard to "something being placed 
according to its place in either the lexicon or with regard to wisdom.”™ The foun- 
dation for ethics was wisdom, the ability to judge whether a thing was bad or good. 
The foundation for meaning, on the other hand, was lexical placement according 
to the stipulation of the lexicon. But accuracy was paramount in both cases. 

Abü Hilal thought that language was separate from reality. He wrote that 
hagīgah was a quality of speech acts, but that essence (dat) was not. The proof 
that haqiqah was a linguistic quality was that it necessitated the existence of magaz. 
The existence of accurate lexical connections necessitated the existence of other 
lexical connections that were not accurate in the same way. If one can use a vocal 
form according to its placement in the original lexicon, one can also use the same 
vocal form to go beyond that original placement, say something new, and generate 
a revised lexicon. This is the foundational concept of maģāz, language that goes 
beyond the lexicon. Neither God nor the poets could speak without it. And maģāz 
was, according to both Abū Hilal and ar-Ragib,** primarily linguistic. If magaz 
and haqiqah were dependent on each other, and if maģāz was linguistic, then Abū 
Hilal argued that haqiqah had to be linguistic too. This meant that things that were 
considered hagīgah, things that were accurately accounted for as essences, could 
also be called maģāz.” What did Abū Hilal mean by that? It almost comes across 
as a throw-away remark in a passage where he is trying to explain that "logical 
definition" (al-hadd) and "accurate account" (al-haqiqah) are not synonymous. 
But I think it is in fact a very meticulous observation about the boundary between 
language and the world. 
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If we try and use a common example of language that goes beyond the lexicon, 
one that ar- Ragib used in his poetics, the situation becomes clearer." If you call an 
actual donkey “a donkey,” then you are using the vocal form “donkey” with lexical 
accuracy, according to its precedent in the original lexicon. But if you call a stupid 
human being “donkey” you are going beyond the lexicon and using the vocal form 
"donkey" in a new way. This is how haqiqah and magaz are used as categories for 
language. But because hagiqah can also be used to describe an accurate account 
of something in the world or the mind (either via semantic extension as per Abü 
Hilāl or as its primary usage as per ar-Rāģib), then the vocal form "donkey" when 
used to identify a stupid person is still pointing at some accurate conception of a 
donkey. What Abü Hilal seems to have noticed here is that going beyond the lexi- 
con requires keeping the original accurate lexical placement in play. This is exactly 
the insight that al-Gurgani would, as we will see, develop into a comprehensive 
theory of literary meaning. And the scale of magaz, the extent to which language 
was able to go beyond the lexicon, cannot be underestimated. These scholars were 
relentless in their resort to the lexicon at the same time as they accepted a picture 
of ordinary language, technical and scientific language, divine language, and lit- 
erary language in which usage went beyond the lexicon at all times and in every 
direction. 

God and the poets both went beyond the lexicon. The Quran self-identified 
as an unparalleled literary event. Neither poetry nor make-believe, it was inimi- 
table. And the scholarly response was to enumerate, taxonomize, and explain 
how this was so. Abū ‘Ubaydah, the same highly regarded lexicographer whom 
we met above on the question of the name and the named, gave his exegesis the 
title Magaz al-Our àn (Going Beyond in the Quran). The question of magaz in 
Classical Arabic has received serious scholarly attention from Heinrichs and 
John Wansborough,” although work remains to be done. Heinrichs is the most 
persuasive, and he identifies magaz in Abū ‘Ubaydah as “a deep structure which 
materializes into two different surface structures equivalent to each other. [The 
two structures on the surface are the Quranic text and its maģāz paraphrase as 
provided by Abū Ubaydah.]”* This fits with how I have been trying to explain the 
accurate lexical account and usage that goes beyond it as two different epistemo- 
logical accounts of language. Either language accords with the lexicon, or someone 
has made it deviate. What is interesting about Abū ‘Ubaydah’s work is that he is 
theone doing the deviation. God expressed content in an Arabic language that was 
immediately accessible to its original audience, the seventh-century Arabic speak- 
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ers of what is now Saudi Arabia. But for the audience of Abū ‘Ubaydah, the grand- 
son of a Persian Jew from Azerbaijan living in the new garrison city of Basra in 
Iraq,“ the rare words, syntax, and brevity of the Quranic text needed explanation. 
So he wrote an exegesis that took each example of abbreviation, elision, or sup- 
pression of syntactical elements and made it deviate into a new, more accessible set 
of vocal forms.* For example, his opening example was the Ouranic phrase "and 
their leaders came out; go and be patient" (Quran 38:6, Sad), which he explained 
as "and their leaders came out recommending to each other, or calling to each 
other, that they go and be patient” This longer, clearer, version is Abu ‘Ubaydah’s 
magaz, his deviation (or “going beyond") in vocal form while maintaining God's 
mental content. 

Going beyond the lexicon is therefore not necessarily less accurate; we are 
not dealing with a situation in which there is truth (good!) and deviation (bad). 
Instead we are dealing, as Heinrichs said, with different surface structures. These 
different surface structures had stable names that existed as a pair: hagiqah and 
maģāz were defined, understood, and used together.** When they were used as a 
pair, it is clear to the reader that the two accounts of language structure that they 
described were interrelated. As we saw, Abü Hilal used the fact of their interrela- 
tion to explain the meaning of hagīgah. The question is whether this interrelation- 
ship still applied when the two terms were used separately. When Abū ‘Ubaydah, 
Ibn Fūrak, or ar-Rāģib used magaz or haqiqah, did they do so with the assumption 
that all language was either one or the other? If so, what would be the magaz ver- 
sion of a A aqiqah account of the extramental world? Can the translations “going 
beyond the lexicon" and "accurate account" be maintained? The reading I would 
like to advance is parallel to my reading of ma nā. Just as I think ma nā is best 
understood as "mental content,” the stuff of cognition that can always potentially 
be expressed in vocal form, so I think that it is productive to read hagīgah and 
maģāz as stable and mutually interdependent terms even in each other's absence. 
Although Abū ‘Ubaydah never uses the word haqiqah in his exegesis, it would not 
have been unrealistic for him to associate the Quranic text that he was deviating 
from with accuracy and correctness. Magaz is therefore what moves away from 
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some original and lexically validated literal, albeit without necessarily losing truth 
along the way. In a separate work, doing exegesis on poetry rather than revelation, 
Abū ‘Ubaydah used the term ģagīgah to talk about a world of actual events that 
were reported in language. The poetry under consideration was from the famous 
Umayyad poet al-Farazdaq (d. ca. 728) and the line read:* 


Do they offer vain threats? 
Their impotent snakes have been seen. 
It is a deadly serpent that bites and kills them. 


Abū 'Ubaydahs lexicographical gloss for the verb “to make vain threats" was 
“mutual boasting without accuracy.” The boast was inaccurate because it did not 
conform to a real world in which threats are made good upon. The threats were 
not real, and the poet had chosen to use a word that reflected a lack of accurate 
connection between speech and the world: al-Farazdaqs targets weren't “boast- 
ing”; they were “faking it” 

For ar-Rāģib, the category of "going beyond the lexicon" is what happens when 
there is any deviation at all from the original lexical connection between vocal 
form and mental content. This could be anything from a complex metaphor to 
a dialect variation in pronunciation. The line above from al-Farazdaq, in which 
threats are impotent snakes, is quite clearly a departure from the lexicon, because 
vocal forms such as "snake" are not being used solely to describe animals in nature. 
A change of vowel pronunciation in certain dialects, however (such as moving 
from "love" to “luv” in English), is also going beyond the lexicon and moving away 
from the original act of placement.** This last example of vowel change should give 
readers a clue that what we have here with magaz is not a rejection of the lexicon 
or a call for its replacement with a realm of inexactitude. Instead, language that 
went beyond the original lexicon had now become part of a current one; this was 
one of the primary ways in which the lexicographers managed language change 
and development. They managed by enforcing restraint; in the lexicon the weight 
of precedent was heavy. All languages need rules based on the past, but at the same 
time languages need to adjust to changing circumstances and develop. This change 
could come from God, who altered the meaning of the word “prayer” when he 
stipulated the required prayers in his revelations, or from humans. In the eleventh 
century ar-Rāģib was well aware, as Abū Ubaydah had been in the ninth, that he was 
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no longer living in the speech community of the nomadic Bedouin, from whose pre- 
Islamic history of lexical precedent the first dictionaries had been collected. Ar-Rāģib 
remarked on this process of language evolution at multiple points in his Quranic 
glossary, using the word for “metaphor” (isti ārah, a metaphor in which content is 
borrowed from a source). His dictionary sought to read God as having taken phrases 
from a nomadic lifestyle and turned them into language for a new community. The 
word rawah (“afternoon passage") was borrowed from the rest (rahah) humans 
would take, or allow their camels to take, in the middle of the day.” The "abundant" 
(midrāran) rain had its lexical root in “milk” (darr, dirrah), and was one of the 
metaphors that borrowed the names and qualities of camels.* The verb "to pas- 
ture" came from the name of a thornless tree (sarh) that one fed to ones camel, 
and then every act of sending the camel to pasture came to have the same name. 
The verb "to release" in the Quran was borrowed from this pasturing of the camel, 
in just the same way as the word for "divorce" was borrowed from the setting-free 
of the camel.” 

There is no question that what we are reading here is a theory of, and a taxo- 
nomical accounting for, language change that ascribes the changes to metaphori- 
cal usage. This was not unique to ar-Ragib; over a century earlier al-Gahiz had 
used several of the same examples to explain that “if goaded, language will grow 
branches, and if its root principle is fixed, its arts will multiply and its pathways 
will broaden.” The process of language change had not stopped with the Quran in 
the seventh century, for the process of coining technical terminology required new 
word meanings that the lexicographers then had to record and curate: vocal forms 
“that specialists in any given discipline transfer from the initial conventional men- 
tal content to a different mental content of which only they are cognizant, so the 
vocal form in question remains shared between two mental contents. Vocal forms 
from divine revelation such as ‘prayer’ and ‘tax’ are examples of this process, as are 
the vocal forms which the jurists, theologians, and grammarians use?” All these 
new connections are, of course, departures from the lexicon. They are maģāz. 
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Departure from the lexicon is therefore not a route away from the truth or from 
accuracy. It could hardly be so when scholars actively used such departures to cre- 
ate new, more accurate and specialized technical terminology for their discipline 
of choice. What does this imply for the original accurate lexical connections? The 
most important implication is that the original lexical connection may not always 
be the best connection to make. This is true for hermeneutics and it is true for 
poetics. The accounts of literary innovation and eloquence that we will deal with 
in chapter 7, on al-Gurgani (I have dealt with ar-Ragib’s poetics elsewhere), all 
rest on the breakdown of the accurate lexical connection between vocal form and 
mental content, and its replacement with a series of increasingly complex moves 
within mental contents themselves. When it came to hermeneutics the rewards 
were similar: "Some people pursue and demand accurate accounts in those verses 
where God uses analogy. They think that if the mental content in question doesn’t 
have an accurate account then it is a lie? Ar-Rāģib disagreed, because analogy 
could go beyond the lexicon and was central to all communication, including 
God's communication. It was also inherently valuable: "The analogy is the noblest 
vocal form because of the beauty of its comparison and syntax, and its brevity. The 
analogy is also the noblest mental content because it indicates both primary intent 
and subsequent connected intent, so it is a complete indication, not a partial one. 
It is oblique rather than straightforward, and there is a subtlety in oblique com- 
munication; it is the noblest level that speakers can attain" When God compared 
paradise to a garden with rivers beneath it he was not using language according to 
the original lexicon, but he was using language effectively. 

The combination of an accurate account of the world according to lexical prec- 
edent with the ability of speakers to go beyond that original lexicon gave language 
the potential to communicate more than the world and gave scholars like ar-Ragib 
the ability to do poetics, hermeneutics, and philosophy at the same time. Mental 
content was at the heart of all three. An account of the world that was accurate 
was necessarily cognitive, and therefore was made up of mental content. An accu- 
rate reading of the language of others needed to identify their intent, which was 
their mental content, and then move it into ones own mind using the lexicon 
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as a reference point. Poetics was about deliberately destabilizing that lexical ref- 
erence point and equally about managing the degree of stability that remained. 
In all three spheres the taxonomical and theoretical activity of the scholars was 
indispensable. Someone had to write the accounts of mental content. Ar-Rāģib 
spent countless pages doing so. But the lexicographers were not the conservative 
recorders of Orientalist stereotype. As we have seen with Abū Hilāl and ar-Rāģib, 
they were prepared to follow their conceptual vocabulary and its linguistic origins 
into the thickets of the relationship between language, mind, and reality. 


Iheology 


In this chapter, our scholars are talking about God. This is not the first time we have 
encountered him. God and the theological problems associated with his descrip- 
tion have already appeared in chapter 4 on the lexicon, and they will appear again 
in chapters 6 and 7 on Aristotelian logic and poetics. Theological concerns, like 
concerns with language, cut across the genres and disciplines of eleventh-century 
scholarship. Everyone was playing the same game, in which the ball was ma nā 
and the bat was ģagīgah. This is the chapter in which my translation of ma'nā as 
"mental content" comes under the most pressure. 


FRAMING THEOLOGY 


Islamic Theology ( ilm al-kalām) 


This chapter probes the sensitive boundary between words and things through a 
reading of theological debates at the nexus of language, mind, and reality. For Ibn 
Fūrak, ma nā was a central theological concept at the core of an epistemology that 
linked humans to the divine. The word ma'nà appeared on both the human and 
the divine level, but it was an epistemological not an ontological framework that 
was being shared. Theology placed God and his creation in a single epistemologi- 
cal framework, where they were described by humans with the same conceptual 
vocabulary but remained incommensurable. This incommensurability is worth 
stressing at the outset. 

A non-Arabist colleague recently asked me whether the theories I read in these 
Arabic texts were themselves coming out of a belief system, whether God and 
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religion were driving eleventh-century Arabic accounts of meaning. After all, 
when one reads the accounts of how language signifies ideas or things in Samuel 
Coleridge, Walter Benjamin, or Paul De Man (to pick famous names on the gues- 
tion of language almost at random), the sign that is everywhere is a religious sym- 
bol.' The sign is Christ, a symbol of the eternal, opposed (for Coleridge) to the 
mechanical abstractions of allegory. But none of this helps answer the question 
of how the God of Islamic theology shared an epistemological framework with 
his creation, let alone how reference or allegory functioned in Arabic. A religious 
genealogy comparable to the Christian heritage of the sign is totally absent from 
the eleventh-century Arabic accounts of meaning. For the scholars under con- 
sideration in this book, the subject matter was unquestionably God, whereas the 
conceptual transmission history came from the disciplines of Arabic grammar and 
lexicography. Religion did not just lie in the background of Ibn Fūraks epistemol- 
ogy; God was his epistemological goal. The knowledge was human, and the sub- 
ject matter humans cared about knowing was divine. 

The Arabic name of this discipline was "ilm al-kalām, which up to this point I 
have simply been translating as "theology? But a literal translation would be “the 
science/discipline/knowledge of speech.” How can theology, the study of God and 
his creation, have been given a disciplinary label related to speech? ‘Ilm al-kalam 
did not contain, after all, any ofthe components we may expect a "science of speech" 
to contain in English. As we have seen, grammar, pragmatics, and lexical precedent 
were all studied elsewhere. The answer is that theologians like Ibn Fürak knew that 
their discipline, which had grown up in the eighth and ninth centuries (Alexander 
Treiger),? was a discipline in which humans tried to talk accurately about both 
God and the world. What we have in ‘ilm a-kalam is speech (people talking) about 
a variety of topics, structured according to foundational principles and subsequent 
statements. The speech had to be rational, and if it was not, Ibn Fürak thought it 
would end up meaningless: “speech with no mental content behind it^? According 
to al-Aš'arī, the variety of ‘ilm al-kalām topics included “motion and rest, body 
and accident, colors and ways of being, the atom and the leap [the latter a con- 
tested argument against the indivisibility of atoms],* and finally the attributes of 
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the Creator”> Ar-Rāģibs definition was: "Knowledge of rational indicators, accu- 
rate demonstrative proofs, division and definition, the difference between reason 
and supposition, etc"* What we have before us here is a discipline that includes 
parts of what would be studied today in the natural sciences, philosophy, religion, 
and even in some parts of literary theory. And the name of this discipline in its 
eleventh-century Arabic context was "Speech about . . ? My reluctant working 
translation for ‘ilm al-kalām will remain "theology? 

This discipline of theology fits into our four scholars’ careers in different ways. 
Both Ibn Fürak and ar-Rāģib wrote creedal works designed to tell their readers 
what to believe” and both wrote hermeneutic works designed to help their read- 
ers understand divine revelation. (Ar-Rāģib dealt with the Quran; Ibn Fürak with 
both Quran and Hadith.)* Ar-Rāģib produced both a traditional exegesis of the 
Quran and an alphabetically ordered glossary? Ibn Fürak wrote a traditionally 
structured exegesis, which was itself largely structured as a verse-by-verse glos- 
sary: "If they ask you the mental content of this word, tell them it is . . "^ Ibn 
Fürak also wrote on legal theory," which ar-Rāģib did not, and ar-Ragib composed 
books of ethics and of literary compilation and poetics,” which Ibn Fürak did not. 
Ar-Rāģibs intellectual territory overlaps with Ibn Fürak on questions of the divine, 
but his Neoplatonic/Aristotelian-flavored ethics and poetics also overlap with the 
work of Ibn Sina and al-Gurgani (the central figures of the next two chapters). 
Ibn Sinà was cognizant of theological discourse but did not see himself as a par- 
ticipant. Al-Gurģānī was in dialogue with theologians and made sure his account 
of language aesthetics was part of the discussion on God's language. The profile of 
‘Abd al-Gabbar, the Mu 'tazili theologian whose work has already appeared in our 
discussions of translation, and whom we will meet again in this chapter, is closest 
to that of Ibn Fürak. ‘Abd al-Gabbār and Ibn Fürak both wrote exegesis of Quran 
and Hadith, legal theory, and theology.* They and al-Gurģānī were taking part in 
the same conversations, which usually took the form of bitter arguments between 
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the Mu tazilī and Aš'arī schools of theology about both substance and method- 
ology. Every single scholar with whom I engage used the same core conceptual 
resources of lafz, ma nā, and haqiqah to talk about language, mind, and reality. 


Relativism? Words or Things 


In a discipline with "speech" in its title, translations of ma‘nd must trace out 
the points at which Ibn Fūraks concern for language shades into a concern for 
thought, or alternatively into a concern for the extramental world. But how do we 
know when we are reading his epistemology (a theory of knowledge), and when 
we are reading his ontology (an account of what actually is)? Ibn Fūraks epis- 
temology looks toward God, and his ontology includes God. But how does he 
mark the boundaries between language, mind, and reality? My predecessors have 
noticed with varying details of pained awareness that a linguistic threat always 
lurks when reading these Classical Arabic texts. Could they really just be talking 
about words? Was it all semantics rather than science? Michel Allard raised that 
very possibility in 1965. 

Writing about the reportage in al-Aš'arīs Magālāt al-Islamiyin on al-Aš arīs 
famous Mu'tazili teacher al-Gubbā'ī, Allard argued that for the Mu tazilah 
the empirical truth of the divine was unknowable and that discussions of the 
divine attributes were therefore just "opérations particulières de l'esprit humain 
qui essaye en son langage dexprimer la totalité du mystère divin? These divine 
attributes, the things that God has or does, were a central topic in Islamic the- 
ology. (See Frank and Gimaret.)* For Allard, the judgments made by scholars 
like al-Aš'arī and al-Gubbā'ī about God were rational but they: “ne l'atteignent 
pas dans sa réalite, mais manifestant la cohérence d'un langage humain?” The 
texts that led Allard to this conclusion were clear statements by al-Aš arī that 
the Mu'tazilah held divine attributes to be aspects of speech acts, linguistic state- 
ments rather than actual things with ontological status.” (I deal with this doctrine 
below.) In 1965, Allard did not have access to the work of ‘Abd al-Gabbār, but 
al-Aš'arīs tenth-century assessment of the Mu tazili School was correct, and in 
the eleventh century ‘Abd al-Gabbar did state that the divine attribute is a human 
act of description." It must have seemed to Allard that if scholars talk either about 
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words or about things, then the Mu tazilah had been talking about words. Both 
Richard Frank and Johannes Peters inhabited the same twentieth-century world 
in which this was a key philosophical distinction and were extremely concerned 
at the prospect of kalām becoming not a science of the real but a vortex of linguis- 
tic relativism. Frank: "This is a distortion of both metaphysics and theology, for 
whatever feelings one may have about linguistic philosophy, to attempt to reduce 
the systematic thought of a medieval author to linguistic problems is to alienate it 
completely from its own proper sense?" Peters: "Should we conclude from all this 
that the qualities are the result of a purely intellectual activity which gives names 
to things, or even worse: Should we conclude that the qualities are only names and 
words arbitrarily given? Not at all” Rarely in the literature do scholars take such a 
tone, and the fact that both men do so here is indicative of high twentieth-century 
academic stakes. 

In his later work Frank came to see an "evocative richness" in the same overlap 
between language and external reality that had previously been of such concern, 
and he identified this richness as "a very basic aspect of their thought” But his 
translation strategy remained the same: the identification of different senses for 
key expressions that were "formally distinct but... nevertheless inseparably linked 
the one to the other??? This book is an attempt to continue the task that Frank 
began and work through more of the relationship between language, mind, and 
reality in these texts. But in order to do so, I would like to propose a different trans- 
lation strategy, one that is in line with the methodology I outlined in chapter 3. 
As Frank and Allard both noted, we cannot afford to lose in translation the preci- 
sion and rigor that these eleventh-century theologians brought to their work. They 
rarely appealed to some sphere of inexplicability, whether divine or human, but on 
the contrary constantly struggled to do what we now tend to call “science,” a sys- 
tematic attempt to understand how the world works. Their world included not just 
human beings but also God, and not just study of things in the extramental world 
but the study of language, meaning, and cognitive processes as well. Perhaps most 
important, however, scholars such as Ibn Fürak were often very precise about the 
boundary between language and mind. For example, in his discussion of the opti- 
mal procedure for engaging in the dialectical theological debates of the eleventh 
century, Ibn Fürak wrote that one should be careful not to give too much weight 
to aesthetically pleasing expressions but rather should "display the ma ānī to one's 
soul in order to determine what is true and what is invalid without reference to 
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linguistic expressions?" I see this as a statement about cognition that privileges the 
mind over language; Ibn Fürak thought that ma nā was a sphere in which humans 
could exercise their judgment without language necessarily being involved. 

In the eleventh century there was no cultural clash between scholars who cared 
about things and scholars who fetishized words. Instead, there was a conceptual 
vocabulary with ma‘nd at its core. My argument resides in the experiment of read- 
ing Classical Arabic theology as ma'nā-centric and trying to work out from the 
evidence provided by usage both what sort of thing ma'nà was for them and how 
we can understand what it meant. Ibn Fürak is my test case, and I hope that con- 
clusions drawn here may prove informative for work on other scholars. My col- 
leagues have noted the importance of language for these authors and the problem 
caused by the term ma'nā. Frank was well aware of languages cultural centrality,” 
and A.I. Sabra wrote that "the whole subject of language usage as a recognized 
argument in establishing Kalam doctrines deserves an extensive treatment, for 
which there is no space here?” Peterss important glossary of ‘Abd al-Gabbar’s ter- 
minology has an entry for ma nā, in which Peters writes that "some authors have 
been intrigued by this obscure concept. .. . To give a correct and clear translation 
of the word ma‘nd is very difficult”? This is the point at which language and real- 
ity seem to overlap, the place where Frank located an "evocative richness;' and it is 
here that we need to play their language games. Ma‘nd is our ball. 


THEOLOGIES DIRECTED AT THE WORLD 


Language in ‘Abd al-Gabbār 
The world that eleventh-century theologians wanted to understand was dominated 
by the observable phenomenon of human language. Scholars needed to use lan- 
guage to describe God, and in the process they needed to ask what language was 
and how it worked. Just as they were interested in the forces that caused objects 
to move in the world, with God inextricable from their accounts, so too were they 
interested in how language worked, and God was inextricable from these accounts 
too. In the above discussion of the threat of relativism, we encountered ‘Abd 
al-Gabbar’s Mu tazili claim that God's divine attributes were in fact just human 
descriptions of him. Determined to preserve the ontological and epistemological 
transcendence and unity of the divine, the Mu tazilah held that divine attributes 
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were not eternal ontological things but rather human acts of description.” "Abd 
al-Gabbār then needed to explain how human acts of description worked. His 
explanation took the form of a structure of reference centered on how we use 
nouns. 

When 'Abd al-Gabbār wrote that ma'ānī should not be confused with attri- 
butes, he was restating an established Mu tazilī doctrine: “Attributes are speech 
acts, just as descriptions are speech acts?” Perhaps the clearest reason to make 
such a separation was that there was no theological risk involved in the multipli- 
cation of speech acts, whereas there was a substantial risk of polytheism involved 
in a theology that allowed the actual qualities or cognitive conceptions of God to 
multiply ad infinitum. The Mu tazilah agreed with the Ašā irah about the exis- 
tence and nature of ma ānī, just as they agreed about the monotheistic nature of 
the divine. The use of the word ma'nà was shared conceptual vocabulary between 
the two rival theological schools. They disagreed, but they did so from common 
conceptual ground, using shared terminological assumptions to play their lan- 
guage games. 

Ibn Fürak and 'Abd al-Gabbār also shared a belief in the epistemological 
power of the lexicon and its lexicographer curators. The lexicographers were 'Abd 
al-Gabbār5 first point of call when he came to defend his statement about ma ānī 
being separate from attributes; it was they who represented language precedent and 
provided (alongside the Quranic text of the revelation) an epistemological back- 
stop for his theories about language usage." The lexicon was for ‘Abd al-Gabbàr 
a stable system in which every expression communicated a certain matter, and it 
was the default state for language: "Absent any obstacles, expressions must be used 
to refer to everything that they specify?” This may seem to be a very tight and 
restrictive view of what language can do. But ‘Abd al-Gabbar was in fact arguing 
for the ability of language to do more, and he was using the lexicographers as his 
alibi. He was engaged in dismissing his own caricature of his opponents' position 
on the legitimacy of human descriptions of God: according to him they denied 
that God's speech could be described, but he said that lexicography proved that 
humans could and should use words to describe whatever those words applied to. 
‘Abd al-Gabbār also had another division of language usage that we have not yet 
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encountered. He gave an account of how language worked as labeling (laqab) and 
an account of how language worked without labeling. 

‘Abd al-Gabbar was discussing whether or not it was legitimate to describe 
God as a thing. This was another established and characteristic debate in Islamic 
theology. (For a representative review, see Brodersen.)” ‘Abd al-Gabbar believed 
that God was a thing, and he held this position because of his understanding 
of what language was and how language worked. He wrote that “our speech act 
‘thing’ records everything that can truly be known and reported on.” To put this 
another way, we use the word “thing” for everything that we know and can talk 
about, everything we can predicate of something else, everything about which 
we can say, ‘that is a..:” For this reason, we use “thing” to name all kinds of 
different things with different descriptions in different classes. ‘Abd al-Gabbar 
immediately contrasted this way of using language with an epistemologically 
separate category of language use, the label (laqab): “If [‘thing’] were a label, 
then it would single out something specific to the exclusion of everything else, 
and if what was being communicated was a class or an attribute, then it would 
equally be necessary for ‘thing’ to single out that class or attribute to the exclu- 
sion of all others? 

‘Abd al-Gabbar then sharpened the distinction between these two kinds of lan- 
guage usage. Using words as labels “communicates,” but words can also be used to 
report on what is known without necessarily communicating what is known.” This 
seems to be counterintuitive, but he has a specific understanding of what it means 
to communicate here, which he makes clear with some examples from ordinary 
language. According to ‘Abd al-Gabbār, the speech acts “I saw a thing" and “I saw” 
are identical with respect to what they communicate.* The word "thing" does not 
therefore communicate anything accurately, although it does report something 
that can be truly known. This is an account of how language reference works, an 
account that makes a distinction between language-as-label, which communicates, 
and language that does not meet that standard. ' Abd al-Gabbār was sensitive to the 
criticism that it is inappropriate to use the latter, less rigorously referential, kind of 
language to describe God. He wrote that words that do not communicate may still 
be used to report on a particular thing: “a body,” for example, is a speech act that 
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applies only to substances but that does not formally communicate “substance? 
In these cases, it is possible to consider the noncommunicating speech act to be, 
in effect, working as a label, and this makes it acceptable for "thing" to be used for 
God.* 

But there are still two separate kinds of language. Just like twentieth-century 
analytical philosophers of language, ‘Abd al-Gabbar wanted to give an account 
of language (or at least of nouns) that was strictly referential: “The label is what 
specifies the thing labeled and singles it out so it receives a determination that 
functions in the same way as a physical gesture of indication? But unlike twenti- 
eth-century advocates of language as reference, ‘Abd al-Gabbar understood some 
ordinary language to fall short of that standard, in this case the word “thing.” One 
the one hand, there was language that functioned according to a strict account of 
reference, in which a word applied to what it specified (whether an instance or a 
class) and nothing else. On the other hand, there was language that was used in 
context, speech acts that might at times work in the same way as labels but that 
did not provide the same epistemological specificity. Theology was the driver of 
this discussion, because the question of how to describe God forced theorists like 
‘Abd al-Gabbar to confront the degree to which they understood language as ref- 
erential. (One cannot physically point at God.) He was also using vocabulary from 
earlier Mu tazilī discussions of whether “thing” could be used for what God had 
not yet created. And his vocabulary itself came from theories of grammar and 
lexicography in which the “label” was one way to talk about the proper noun or 
name. By the eleventh century, these resources enabled ‘Abd al-Gabbar both to 
parse the theological legitimacy of certain speech acts and to reach conclusions 
about how language itself functioned. The conclusion he ultimately reached was 
that strict accounts of reference were possible, but strict reference did not work 
for God.” 

‘Abd al-Gabbar reached this conclusion with the help of two conceptual frame- 
works with which we are already familiar, the lexicon and accuracy. The difference 
between the categories of label and not-label is that a label can be changed without 
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affecting the lexicon (what Frank calls “arbitrary denomination”), whereas nouns 
that are not labels cannot be changed without affecting the lexicon. As Abū Hilāl 
put it, describing a black thing as white is lying, but labeling a black thing ^white" 
is not.? Just as we saw the lexicon function for ar-Ragib and Ibn Fürak as a limit, 
so the lexicon works for ' Abd al-Gabbār as a ground in which he can anchor word 
usage that cannot be justified by a strict account of reference. A label simply points 
at something, but other nouns rely on the lexicon, and therefore on precedent, to 
make sense. The paradigm of accurate reference is therefore the label, close to 
what we may call a proper noun, and independent of the lexicon. The vast majority 
of language, however, relies on the lexicon. In the lexicon, nouns point to ma'ānī, 
and with some painfully circular Arabic syntax that I will avoid by way of para- 
phrase, ‘Abd al-Gabbar explained how these ma ānī could still make sense in the 
absence of accurate reference: the only ma‘nd that the speech act "thing" com- 
municates is a bringing together of everything that can be known and reported on 
with this noun.” That is how the noun “thing” is placed in the lexicon.* It commu- 
nicates a ma' nà, and it is therefore appropriate to use it to talk about God, because 
the ma'nā in question is such that God is one of the things that can be reported 
upon. But "thing" cannot be a label for God. 

What we see in the work of ‘Abd al-Gabbar, exemplified in this brief review of 
his position on whether or not God can be called a “thing,” is a broad conviction 
that when it comes to the vast chasm between God and humanity, language falls 
on the human side. The lexicon was developed by human beings and is used by 
human beings. Language was a human lexicon, determined by precedent rather 
than reason or revelation.? The use that human beings make of their language 
does not have an impact on God: "Negating his name does not negate him?^ Ibn 
Fürak agreed that this separation existed, writing that if someone were to protest 
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that God, in commanding the unbeliever to believe, was ordering something he 
knew to be impossible (a key Mu tazilī ethical argument with which the Ašā'irah 
disagreed), then the answer should be: "Impossibility here is only in the speech 
act. The one who says "impossible moves a speech act away from the norms of 
truth and correctness and into error and falsity. It is not the person commanded 
who is impossible” Neither Ibn Fürak nor ‘Abd al-Gabbar thought that a human 
speech act could of itself create reality or determine the nature of God. But 'Abd 
al-Gabbàr came to this position through a thoroughgoing separation of human 
language from the divine sphere. 


Atoms, Bodies, and Accidents with Ibn Fürak 


Ibn Fūraks extramental world was composed of atoms that were combined into 
bodies. The eleventh-century theological texts do not all describe themselves as 
primarily engaged in the pursuit of atoms, but they almost all deal with atoms as 
an important question of fact, and this has proved a useful and productive lens 
with which to fit Islamic theology into the history of a scientific field that tradi- 
tionally starts with Democritus and could be seen to end with the Large Hadron 
Collider.* Just as the beginnings of pre-Socratic Greek philosophy had been con- 
cerned with “the physical constitution of the universe; so a concern for atoms, 
accidents, space, and void had started in Arabic in the eighth century." Atomism 
has been one of the central ways in which Anglophone and European scholarship 
has approached Islamic theology. But what would our reading of eleventh-century 
Islamic theology look like if it focused on ma ‘ani rather than on atoms? Ibn Fürak 
was certainly concerned with the physical world; his investment in things both 
created and divine is clear. What did he say about atoms and ma nā, and what hap- 
pens if we try to continue the experiment of always translating ma nā as “mental 
content"? 

Chapter 37 of the Muģarrad deals with the atom. It is the smallest division of 
reality possible, the "indivisible part” one reaches when dividing the composite 
bodies that constitute the world.** Ibn Fürak describes this chapter as particu- 
larly subtle and intricate theology, subtle and intricate speech about God and the 
world.* He writes that all bodies in the world are composed of indivisible atoms 
according to the ma‘nd that “every atom cannot be halved or divided into thirds 
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or guarters. It cannot be contemplated that an atom could be divided or parti- 
tioned in such a way as to produce further divisions, parts, or atoms.” Ibn Fürak 
also reported that belief in infinitely divisible parts was false, equivalent to the 
religiously controversial belief that bodies were cosmologically arranged in some 
form of vertical hierarchy: "There is no difference between the statement that every 
atom can be halved and the halves halved again, and the statement that every body 
has a body above it and a body below it”>* Here we see an Islamic theological com- 
mitment to monotheism that uses avoidance of Neoplatonism as a reason to com- 
mit to atomism. (Cf. Herbert Davidson on Abū Yusuf b. Ishaq al-Kindi, d. ca. 870, 
and John Philoponus, d. ca. 570.) We also see a determination to direct theology 
toward the real world. It is the physical bodies of the world that are at stake here. 

But human cognition is involved. In Ibn Fūraks quotation, al-A$'ari used the 
word ma'nà in much the same way as Abū ‘Ubaydah had: to introduce a con- 
ceptual paraphrase (“according to the ma'nà that . . ") A few sentences later, Ibn 
Fürak used ma nā again, this time as a label for causal factors in the agglomera- 
tion and subdivision of bodies. He explained that just as there was an upper limit 
on the process of combining bodies, so there had to be a lower limit on to what 
extent those combinations could be unwound to result in individual atoms: “The 
fact that there is a limited number of ma'àni by which bodies come together or are 
separated proves that the atoms are in themselves indivisible from all aspects.” 
This is a similar usage of ma‘nd to Mu'ammars cause; ma nā here, in Ibn Fürak, 
is a factor that brings together atoms to make a body. (Cf. Herbert Davidson.)* 
We may in English introduce a conceptual paraphrase with "according to the idea 
that ...,” and we may say that there is “a limited number of factors involved” in the 
combination or subdivision of bodies. Where we use “idea” and “factor? Arabic 
used ma nā. 

Atoms had ma ānī. For example, the quality of being is a ma nā held to subsist 
in the atom itself. Another ma‘nd is combination, which is in the atom when it is 
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combined with another atom.” It is the ma'nà of being that makes a certain body 
actually be in a place.5* Furthermore, the being ma nā, just like a color ma'nà, is 
inevitable and necessary for any substance.” (Substance is the material substrate, 
composed of atoms, from which bodies are formed.)* So atoms combine to make 
bodies, and ma'àni are present on both levels: a single atom that exists in a place 
has the ma'nà being, and a body made up of combined atoms has the ma'nà 
being. One thing that is apparent here is that atoms, like God, are an ontological 
category that works as a terminus ad quem, a final epistemological point beyond 
which there is nothing. But the same is not true of ma'àni, which can be added on 
to various levels of extramental things in the world just as they can qualify things 
in the mind. 

The ma'ānī that atoms had were accidents, those Aristotelian nonessential 
qualities or properties of things (for example, “red” as a quality of a chair)? For 
Ibn Fürak, these ma'àni accidents included, in addition to color, qualities such as 
being, which was necessary for an atom to exist, or being gathered together, which 
happened when atoms joined together to form bodies and substances.® An acci- 
dent was a ma'nā that “does not subsist in itself” The phrase “subsist in itself” 
was used to distinguish between bodies and substances on the one hand and acci- 
dents on the other: accidents did not subsist in themselves, and they required a 
place in which they could inhere,® whereas what did subsist in itself was a category 
largely reserved for the divine. (See below and Gimaret.)® Bodies composed of 
substance could also exist without a place, because Ibn Fūraks system allowed for 
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the possibility of existence prior to the creation of the world.“ Bodies could not 
be thought of as combinations of accidents, however, because an accurate account 
of "accident" was that it did not subsist in itself, and this held true even if it was 
combined with other accidents. Bodies had accidents (a chair could be red) but 
accidents didn't have accidents of their own. (Red couldn't be yellow, and a combi- 
nation of different accidental qualities couldn't, without at least an atom, have an 
accident of its own.)5 Accidents were also different from bodies, because accidents 
could have opposites, but bodies could not. (Black is the opposite of white, but a 
man is not the opposite of a horse.)** 

Ibn Fūraks discourse about accidents helps us see what his ma'àni were. They 
were not bodies composed of atomic substance but rather qualities that were 
dependent on those bodies and atoms. They were also subject to some simple 
logical operations, such as having an opposite. But this was not the only usage Ibn 
Fürak made of ma nā. As we saw in “Two Distinct Lexemes” above in chapter 3, 
Ibn Fürak used ma'nà to talk about the mental content occasioned by speech acts: 
“The ma'nà of [the speech act] ‘X is an accident’ is that X is a ma nā that exists 
in an atom” When he argued with other scholars’ understanding of "body? he 
talked about “the ma'nā of the body" ** This refers to the mental content in the 
mind of the theologian when defining the concept “body.” In play are not two 
separate lexemes but rather one piece of core conceptual vocabulary in Arabic that 
maps the mind and its interaction with language in a way that English does not. 
Let us consider how Ibn Fürak talked about the ma'nà of being gathered together: 
"If the atom is gathered together with another atom, then the ma'nà in question is 
the atoms ‘gathering together’ with the other atom” The first part of this transla- 
tion, before the comma, deals with extramental reality. The second part, after the 
comma, deals with mental existence. The ma'nà here is a piece of content that is 
located in the theologians minds and enables them to think about, and then name, 
the behavior of the two atoms in question. 
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Bodies, composed of atoms, moved with a ma nā that was movement. The 
accurate account of movement was that it was a ma nā that took a body from one 
place to another; there was nothing else in movement of which one could give an 
accurate account. As such, this ma'nà of movement was visible to the eye, just 
as the other ma'ānī of color, combination, and separation were also observable." 
But this ma'nà was not caused by another: ma'àni couldn't stack up behind each 
other in a causal chain as Mu'ammar had thought. As always, the question loom- 
ing in the background was the divine attributes of God. Whereas Mu'ammar had 
said that God's essential attribute of knowledge was there because of a chain of 
infinite causal ma'àni,? Ibn Fürak denied that there could even be two links in 
such a chain: God's knowledge was a ma nā, and it couldn't have its own ma nā of 
knowing.” This is compatible with Ibn Fūraks account of the justice of God's acts: 
the justice is in the specific instance of an act; justice does not depend on a sepa- 
rate ma nā.”* Ibn Fürak did not want to allow the proliferation of ma ānī behind 
the divine unity or command of God, and unlike Mu‘ammar he did not think that 
use of the word ma nā was a way out of this monotheistic bind. 

Ibn Fūraks ma ānī had causal roles only when it came to the extramental reality 
of objects moving. When it came to God, the ma'àni were limited and static: God's 
knowledge was a ma'nà, but it was not caused by anything else, ma‘nd or other- 
wise. The ma‘nd as cause was a human issue. For example, Ibn Fürak wrote that 
the word ‘illah (a cause or reason, translated by Frank as “ground”) could, “like the 
accidents and the rest of the ma'àni that subsist in substances,’ be called a ma nā.” 
Just as an accident was a specific kind of ma nā, so the ‘illah was a different spe- 
cific kind of ma nā, the kind that was a cause requiring humans to act according 
to a specific scholarly ruling. We know these particular causal judgments were the 
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result of worldly hermeneutics, because they could be wrong: apostates had their 
false reasoning (i tilāl).”* 

One thing that brings all ma'ānī together is the fact that they could always be 
expressed in language. This led to a tension, inherent in the development of these 
theories of theological physics, between the role played by the lexicon on the one 
hand and by human reason on the other. Ibn Fürak complained that al- Astarābādī, 
the rival scholar who had scooped his book on al-Aš'arī, had mistakenly adduced 
a statement that there was nothing in an accident of which one could give an accu- 
rate account. Ibn Fürak said this could not be true because al-A$'ari had under- 
stood the accident "according to the lexicon" as simply "that which presented 
itself” One could, therefore, give an accurate account of the category of accident, 
a lexically accurate account.” Elsewhere, the position that bodies in the state of 
coming to be were not moving was characterized by Ibn Fürak as being: “accord- 
ing to the lexicon, not according to reason, because the lexicographers call the 
body ‘moving’ when it is in one place and then is moved to another. The body 
in the state of coming to be, however, has not been in a previous place? In both 
these cases the lexicon is the arbiter of correct descriptions of forces in extramen- 
tal reality. Ibn Fürak calls this theorizing "from the perspective of the lexicon? 
But he goes on to say that while the existence of a body in a state of coming to 
be is not called “movement, it is nevertheless: “in the ma'nà of what is called 
‘movement.”” This is theorizing "from the perspective of rational minds,” and it 
uses ma‘nd as the arbitrating structure. But even here, the lexicon is an indispens- 
able part of the process: Ibn Fūrak can make the argument that the ma'nà of the 
vocal form "coming to be" is the same ma nā referred to by the vocal form *mov- 
ing" only because of the existence of a lexicon in which ma ānī map onto vocal 
forms. The same tension can be found in the opening chapter of the Mugarrad on 
knowledge: al-Aš'arī is asked for the causal factor behind God's knowledge, and 
he answers that God's knowledge is knowledge not because of some equation or 
relation but rather because the word "knowledge" is derived in the lexicon from 
the word “knowing” God is unquestionably “knowing,” so there is no need for 
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further investigation into the causes of his knowledge.” Here the lexicon is the 
ultimate adjudicator; it is the morphological structure of the Arabic language that 
provides the reason for God's knowledge. Ma‘nd is the arbitrating structure, and it 
functions only through the lexicon. 

Ibn Fūrak asked whether “re-creation” was in the same ma'nā space as “re- 
created? Should these two separate stages ofa single process be placed in the same 
category??? This was a matter of whether, in an occasionalist world, things main- 
tained their identity during a process of change. A black object, described as such, 
did not continue being black but rather was constantly recreated as black with 
a series of imperceptible handovers.* Being black was an accidental quality, but 
the same principle applied to substances themselves; a substance could have the 
ma nā of continuance, and that ma'nà could be constantly recreated to ensure its 
stability.** This was Ibn Fürak's Aš'arī occasionalism. It applied only to the created 
world: God could have a permanent ma nā of continuance, as we will see below, 
but in the world he continually re-created the ma‘nd of continuance in bodies. 

The problem with this theory was that when combined with the doctrine of 
different descriptions occupying the same ma'nā space, it led to contradictions. 
For example, a body that was being initialized would, at the time of its initializa- 
tion, also be already re-created, because "initialization" was in the same ma'nà 
space as “re-creation, and “re-creation” was coterminous with “re-created.” This 
is a theory of extramental physical forces and qualities: substances in the world 
have colors, and bodies in the world continue to exist. The problem for Ibn Furak 
was how to construct a rationally consistent account of these physical forces and 
qualities. He dealt with the initialization/re-created contradiction by making a 
distinction between ma nā on the one hand and language on the other. It was 
true that an existent thing in the process of initialization had the same ma‘nd as 
an existent thing that had been re-created. But escape lay in the lexicon: “An exis- 
tent thing in the process of initialization is not actually named ‘re-created’ in the 
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lexicon”*> Human language made a distinction between “initialization” and “re- 
created,” but when it came to the operative ma'nā they were the same. The gap is 
clear: human language on one side and the operations of occasionalist physics on 
the other. Ibn Fūrak used an account of language usage and precedent to escape a 
conceptual problem that was posed in terms of ma ānī. 

Another test of Ibn Fūraks understanding of the relationship between ma‘na 
and extramental things is his description of the interaction between ma nā and 
something that does not exist. He wrote that al-Aš'arī “refused to call a nonex- 
istent thing a name that would necessitate ma ānī subsisting within it” It was, 
he thought, impossible for a ma'nà such as knowledge or movement to be in 
something that did not exist. Even though use of the name “moving” or “know- 
ing” established only the ma‘nd of knowledge or movement and did not actually 
establish "the essence of the knowing person or the moving thing” nevertheless 
the presence of a ma‘nd of knowing or movement did require there to be some- 
thing existing in which that knowledge or movement could be.** In this statement 
from Ibn Fürak we can see a clear separation between language on the one hand 
and mind and reality on the other. Language has a close relationship with mind: 
the use of a certain word inevitably produces a ma'nā. But this ma‘nd does not 
then by itself affirm the existence of something in which the ma'nà could subsist 
or to which it could apply. The only way the existence of a ma'nā necessitates 
the existence of anything is by the logical argument that one cannot have move- 
ment in something that does not exist. Ibn Fūraks mind was a rational place in 
which the law of noncontradiction held: “Two contradictory ma ānī cannot occur 
in the same place?* It was not a mental world that denied hypothetical or unreal 
things— "something that does not exist can be mentioned or known" —but it was 
a world in which those nonexistent things had to behave in rationally predictable 
ways: "The nonexistent cannot be killed or hit? Ibn Fürak knew that language did 
not control extramental reality— mentioning something does not make it exist" — 
but his mental content was internally consistent: the mental content of “having 
been killed” did necessitate the mental content of an act of killing.** 
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Frank Griffel suggests that a good starting point for thinking about ma nā 
in English is "anything that exists and is not a body” (Cf. Herbert Davidson, 
who simply uses "thing?)" I would like to suggest that we can add a location 
to this translation: ma ānī exist in the mind. The fact that they exist is critical: 
ma'àni have an ontological status and salience, as evidenced by the fact that 
they adhere to laws of noncontradiction. But their existence is a mental exis- 
tence. The ultimate test of these readings, and of the concomitant translation of 
ma nā as “mental content,’ is God. But the God revealed by reading Ibn Fūraks 
Islamic theology never entirely gets away from human epistemology. Theology 
remains the human struggle to get to God, and for Ibn Fürak this is a struggle 
with ma'nā. 

There is a long section in the Mugarrad that deals with the possibility and 
permissibility of humans actually seeing God, where Ibn Fürak considered the 
question of whether seeing God would mean that one acquired, with regard to 
God, a ma'nā. His answer was an attempt to maintain the necessary separation 
between the divine and humanity, and to promise a superlative affect to humans 
who reached such a stage, but despite this Ibn Fürak remained committed to 
his human epistemology: “The person who sees necessarily attains a knowledge 
of what they see? Even when confronted with God, humans would process the 
superlative impact of this encounter with ma'nà.* The mechanism of sensory per- 
ception was the same for both language and reality: "Everything that exists can 
be seen and heard; everything we see has a ‘vision; and everything we hear has 
an ‘audition, that is in both cases specific to it and followed by a ma'nà."* Ma nā 
was the stuff of cognition with which humans processed everything: their mental 
content. But at the same time, in an occasionalist world of Aš arī theology, it was 
God who made each specific mental content follow each vision and audition into 
the human mind; God was the cause of perception.” 
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THE WORLD CONNECTED TO GOD 


"God created things and instances and made them exist as substance and acci- 
dent” With this pithy statement Ibn Fūrak displays the difference between things 
in general (Say’, plural ašyā') and particular instances of things (‘ayn, plural a‘ yan; 
for discussion of these distinctions beyond Ibn Fūrak see Frank). The theological 
point here is that the world and its things are created and not eternal (as the athe- 
ists claimed),” but the clear epistemological and ontological implication is that 
Gods creation extends throughout and beyond physical reality. For it was not just 
that God created substance and accident but rather that substance and accident 
were all that he created; there were no other types of created thing.” 
God's ma ānī 

God's divine attributes shaped much of Islamic theological discourse, and theories 
about them helped create the epistemological structures Ibn Fürak used for his 
descriptions of extramental reality. God has divine attributes that are ma ānī and 
that, unlike accidents, subsist in themselves. Alongside knowledge, another exam- 
ple ofa divine attribute is “continuance” (bagā ). This is a ma nā that God has, and 
God is thereby “continuing”; that is, he keeps on being God.” God's continuance 
ma nā does not subsist in something else, as an accident would.” In typically cir- 
cular formulations: "The continuance of the Creator continues for itself because 
its self is continuance,” and “The continuance of the Creator continues, and it has 
a continuance that is its self?” These are ma'àni that subsist in themselves and do 
so by themselves without any extra causal factors. What Ibn Fürak was doing here 
was working to preserve the monotheistic integrity of the creator. God could not 
continue with a ma'nà of continuance in his self because that would, under the 
conditions of strict monotheism, necessitate God's actual self being continuance as 
well as being God. And God cannot be two things. The continuance ma nā had to 
be kept separate from the self of God. It had to subsist in itself. God and continu- 
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ance could not be in the same ma‘nd space.” I do not think it is too problematic to 
read ma nā here as “mental content” Ibn Fūrak is talking about the human cogni- 
tive processes that explain divine functions. Humans have to make mental con- 
tent separations between those different aspects of the divine being; our mental 
contents have to be logically ordered, and they must in their logical order adhere 
to the logic of monotheism. Ibn Fürak uses ma nā to talk about human cogni- 
tion: "Something that continues, continues only because it has a continuance that 
is its mental content and its formal definition and its accurate account”? These 
three predicates for “continuance; mental content, formal definition, and accurate 
account, are all human epistemological processes. Ibn Fürak is telling us how we 
should think about God. But he did not think God, or his divine attributes, were 
figments of human imagination; these mental contents had a target that was out- 
side the mind. 

Just as important for Islamic theology was how we should think about the world. 
Ibn Fürak rejected the idea (which he attributed to al-Gubba’i, the Mu 'tazili theo- 
logian from a century previous) that the only thing that we can accurately think of 
as continuing was God.’ Ibn Fürak had no time for a theological statement that 
would reserve accuracy for God alone and deny humans the ability to give accu- 
rate accounts of the world. This was not a disavowal of God's complete separation 
from the world as its creator but rather a commitment to keep using the concep- 
tual vocabulary of Islamic theology to describe things, instances, substances, and 
accidents. It was a stable vocabulary that enabled Ibn Fürak to understand and 
then explain how God and human fitted together in the world. 


Acquisition (kasb) 
In Ibn Fūraks Aš'arī School of Islamic theology, one of the primary ways that God 
and humanity fitted together was the theory of the acquisition of acts. This was a 
theory that explained how human beings could act in a world entirely created and 
controlled by God, and it gave scholars an account of human action and moti- 
vation with which to negotiate the ethics of theodicy. (See Frank and Thiele.) 
Human beings can exert force on the objects in the world and be accountable for 
their actions, but the actual movement of the object in question is in fact done 
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by God. Humans are only local agents, and God is the real agent of change. Ibn 
Fūraks account of this core doctrine used the word ma'nā a great deal. 

Ibn Fürak wrote that "ability is a ma'nà that happens and is an accident. It 
does not subsist in itself, but rather it subsists in the living substance" Humans 
can be accurately described as having ability,^* and God created it, just he created 
the actual smell of something at the same time as the ma‘nda of smell occurred 
in the human in question. These ma ānī are in human beings, while the actual ref- 
erents of the ma'àni are created concurrently by God in the extramental world.” 
Humans may appear to be agents, but this is an illusion created by the divine 
action happening at the same time as the human cognition. On this reading the 
category of ma'nà becomes utterly central to one of the most famous doctrines of 
Ibn Fūraks Aš'arī School of theology. 

Ibn Fūrak thought that ability was a ma nā in the living extramental substance 
of another human or animal. But the word he used for this accidental quality was 
the same word that he used for human mental contents, and for his own cognition 
of those accidental qualities, a cognition that he could express in speech. It is not 
possible to show that he considered these two types of ma‘nd as separate catego- 
ries. On the contrary, the text itself shows how they overlap. The sentence quoted 
above is bracketed by the statement that "ability" is in the same ma'nā as "capa- 
bility” ^potentiality and more. Using our Anglophone conceptual vocabulary, it 
makes little sense to say that "ability" “capability, and “potentiality” are all one 
and the same factor in an extramental substance, unless one means that “ability, 
"capability" and "potentiality” are all words for the same thing. Our conceptual 
vocabulary tends to push us either into a cognitive process in which the words 
“ability, "capability" and “potentiality” are judged to have the same meaning or 
into an extramental reality where "ability" is a faculty that exists in another living 
being. But Ibn Fürak's conceptual vocabulary runs the two options together in the 
same sentence. There is no evidence that he considered them as either separate or 
different. 

But Ibn Fürak was a theologian equipped and prepared to make distinctions 
between language, mind, and reality. If he wanted to stress that something was 
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linguistic rather than extramental truth, he did so. If he wanted to stress that what 
he was talking about was a real thing out in the extramental physical world, he did 
so. But here, at a central theological, ethical, and philosophical moment, he built 
a theory of the acquisition of acts that made none of those sharp distinctions. On 
the contrary, he used a conceptual vocabulary of ma nā that elided the distinction 
between epistemology and ontology as if it were irrelevant to his concerns. 

The selfsame doctrine of acquisition that he put forward may have enabled him 
to do this. The barriers that divide language, mind, and reality were lowered by 
God, who created both the ma ānī in human minds that made sense of action in 
the world and the extramental ma ānī that constituted that action. God managed 
both human cognition and extramental physics; humans still thought about phys- 
ics with their cognitive processes, and ma‘nd was the stuff of both. It is the trans- 
lation process that makes us take a stand on the location of the ma ānī, not the 
theological texts themselves. Ibn Fürak thought that both mind and reality were 
created and God had exactly the same amount of control over each one. God's 
control came through an account of causation that was occasionalist. Everything 
was created at its instant, and God could choose the opposite of the expected out- 
come or the visible accident at any time. (The undeniable existence of patterns in 
the world did nothing to disprove this, for God could choose to break them with 
miracles).'^* Bodies continued to exist only because God kept on renewing their 
continuance.” The same was true of accidents. ^* Ma'nā was a fundamental epis- 
temological category that allowed Ibn Fürak to talk about God while maintaining 
his commitment to monotheism, to develop a theory of extramental qualities and 
accidents, and to fit language, cognition, and perception together. 


Gods Speech 


Let us hold onto this reading of ma‘nd as mental content and move on to three 
more quaestiones that are familiar to Arabists. The theological doctrines of God's 
speech, God's names, and speech in the soul all deal with the nexus of language, 
mind, and reality, and all three help us understand what eleventh-century scholars 
thought language was and how they thought it worked. Language was the primary 
conduit between humans and the divine. So what did God do when he wanted 
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to communicate vital information to his creation? He spoke. Ibn Fūrak said on 
more than one occasion that absent such divine speech we are not in a position to 
determine much of what we should do, or much of what we could know to be true. 
God spoke to make the ma ānī of his speech clear to his creation. These ma ānī 
were available to humanity, and according to the same principles of occasionalism 
laid out above, God controlled this access. Ibn Fürak did not put as much effort 
as many of his contemporaries into determining the literary processes through 
which God communicated, agreeing with the prevalent assumption that God 
did so in an inimitably perfect way but not going into any great detail about how 
that perfection was inimitable. (The question of inimitability received substan- 
tially more attention from ar-Ragib and al-Gurgani.) For Ibn Fūrak, the Quran 
was a miracle because it was eloquent, well structured, grammatically correct, and 
contained information humans would not otherwise have known."? He was more 
interested in the ontological and epistemological status of the speech itself. 

God's speech was not an accident. On the contrary: it had a rare status for Ibn 
Fürak as a ma nā that was actually in Gods very essence, with all the eternality, 
combination, and overlap that that might entail." In the long-running debate on 
whether this eternality was a problem for Islamic monotheism, Ibn Fürak held that 
the Ourans eternal ma'nā was in Gods self, and the instances of it in human writ- 
ing or recitation, or indeed divine writing on the heavenly preserved tablet, were 
outside, created, and accurately accounted for as no longer eternal.” 

Ma'ānī were therefore facts about how reality actually is, cognitive judgments 
that human beings make about reality, human thoughts and ideas that may or 
may not have anything to do with the world outside, the referents of the speech 
that humans engage in with one another, or the divine message that God seeks to 
communicate to humanity. God could choose to put them in human minds, or 
in external things, or in both. (Compare the ninth-century statement reported 
by al-Gahiz, via Jeannie Miller: “God can do what he wishes with names, just as 


=» 


he can do what he wishes with ma 'ānī.”)"> A translation strategy that identifies 
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ma nā as a core subject matter of Islamic theology helps us understand how this 
discipline can sometimes look on the surface as if it is all about naming, while 
at the same time it is also clearly very much about things. Ma ānī are the link. 
Omnipresent across the practice of Islamic theology (itself a "science of speech"), 
when ma'ānī are expressed in language by a theologian, they inevitably become 
the mental content of that theologian along the way. (Cf. Frank on this same 
topic.)"* But it is our conceptual vocabulary in English that forces us to posit the 
requirement for a movement from extramental fact or divine attribute to men- 
tal content. In Ibn Füraks conceptual vocabulary there was no such movement; 
ma nā did not become mental content after having been an extramental or divine 
entity. It was just ma nā. 

So much of Islamic theology was about naming. This is one way we can read 
it as a "science of speech" (‘ilm al-kalam); the process in which the theologians 
were engaged was a process of making sure their ma ānī were aligned with God's 
ma ānī. Whether they were talking about his divine attributes or the physical 
forces observable in his creation, eleventh-century theologians were concerned to 
ensure that their minds had correctly and accurately mapped his ma ānī. For the 
backstop to these processes was always divine, whether it was the divinely placed 
lexicon that determined an accurate account or the divine act of creation that 
put the ma nā of movement into a rolling ball and the ma'nā referent of speech 
into the minds of humans engaged in conversations with each other. God aligned 
ma ānī across the divide between this world and the heavens; the Quran was the 
moment when he did this with the Arabic language. 


Gods Names 


Ibn Fūraks fifteenth chapter is titled "Further Discussion Clarifying al-Aš'arīs 
Positions on the Ma‘dni of God's Names and Attributes Appearing in the Quran, 
Sunnah, and Community Consensus.” The theological category at stake here is 
ma nā, which determines and structures the divine names and attributes. Ma àni 
are, in effect, a set of ontological and cognitive pigeonholes into which different 
linguistic descriptions or theological functions can be placed by the theologian. 
For example, God is described as eternal, and the ma'nā of this description is that 
God is prior in existence to everything else, for ever. This is then the same ma nā 
as the description of God as without beginning."* The two linguistic descriptions 
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go in the same ma'nā pigeonhole. Ibn Fürak had a theological concept of a criti- 
cal aspect of God5 divine nature: God was older than everything else. This was a 
ma'nā. He then placed the linguistic descriptions of God as being eternal or with- 
out beginning in this ma'nā. It was a way of thinking that allowed the complex- 
ity of theological possibilities to align with human reason, human language, and 
revelation. These three arenas revolved around ma^ nà, the core category in which 
Ibn Fūraks theological resolutions took place. It was a flexible structure; these 
ma ānī could be subject to internal subdivision. For example, the Arabic word 
qadim could apply either to God or to his creation. God used it in the Quran to 
describe the way the moon appeared after waning, “like a qadim date-palm stalk” 
(In English, we would translate this as “old.”)” The same word was a theologically 
permissible description of God himself. (In English, we translate this as “eternal.”) 
We can therefore give an accurate account of a created thing as qadim if our intent 
is simply to refer to something that was before something else. But the qadim that 
never ends—that is, God— is different. The ma nā pigeonhole labeled gadīm has 
two shelves: one for an eternal God and the other for created things that are old."* 
These options were available for all God's names: the divine ma'nā was not the 
same as the created ma‘nd. (Cf. ar-Rāģibs position that the created ma'nà was part 
of the divine ma nā.) And the shelf for the eternal God could have more than one 
linguistic description placed therein; not just "eternal" and "without beginning" 
but also "first" But this pigeonhole metaphor can take us only so far. Can we still 
think of ma'nà as mental content? Ibn Fürak is not dealing with meanings here; or 
if he is, they are unlike “meanings” in English: the ma'ānī are stable categories or 
concepts that have ontological salience and can be expressed in language. "Mental 
content" is a clumsy placeholder, but it does at least do the job of reminding us 
that although the target of his cognition is divine, and although God controls his 
cognition, at least some of this work is taking place in the mind of the theologian. 

We can see this play out in a series of claims throughout the Muģarrad, where 
Ibn Fürak reports on al-Aš'arīs determination to place multiple quite different 
vocal forms within the same mental content. At one point he equated the mental 
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content of eighteen different words from seven separate sets of consonants.™ This 
would have been anathema to Abū Hilal, but al-Aš'arī was not mapping mental 
content to make a point about fine semantic differences in the lexicon; he was 
making an argument about how human cognition dealt with God and negotiated 
the linguistic precedent of revelation: "Although revelation forbids that God be 
called ‘supporting’ or ‘able; with regard to the mental content both are correct" 
Al-A$'ari wanted to limit the number of things that could qualify God; with 
ma ‘ani structured in this way he could replace eighteen divine attributes with one. 

On the level of syntax, Ibn Fürak talked about how the morphologies of words 
such “he did" and “he is doing" can have different forms while being "in the mental 
content” of each other. These are the “mental contents of syntax" (ma ānī an-nahw) 
that we encountered in chapter 2, and will meet again in chapter 7 on poetics.” 
It was a model of reference in which vocal forms existed, and both grammarians 
and theologians worked to map them onto mental contents, each according to 
his own wishes. These were the same ma'àni that functioned as epistemological 
and ontological pigeonholes. Words referred to them, and they explained and 
described extramental objects. God passed his down to humanity through revela- 
tion, although he had already created them in human minds. 


Speech in the Soul (kalam nafsi) 


The final theological topic at the nexus of humanity, God, language, mind, and 
reality is the famous (among Arabists!) distinction between speech in the soul 
and speech on the lips (kalām nafsī and kalām lafzī). It was a distinction intended 
to separate God's divine speech from human speech, in effect a recognition that 
the ma'nā of speech could not quite be the same for the eternal and the tempo- 
ral. The standard position shared by Aš'arī theologians such as Ibn Fürak and 
al-Bagillani (in disagreement with the Mu'tazilah) was that an accurate account 
of all speech was that it was ma ānī in the soul, and that verbal (or written) repeti- 
tions thereof were indications of that original mental-content fact."* 
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The following statement from Ibn Fūrak allows us to fill out more of the pic- 
ture with regard to what he thought this mental content looked like when it was 
not instantiated in words on the lips or page. An accurate account of mental con- 
tent is that it "has no letters, no morphological form, and no syntax. The letters 
and sounds with which the indications arrive are expressions of the speech of the 
speaker, his commands, prohibitions, and predications. They operate in the same 
way as the indications connected to intimations and physical gestures of commu- 
nication, all of which serve to indicate the mental contents that subsist in the self?”5 

This account of speech as mental content in the soul holds true for both God 
and humanity (al-Bagillàni)."5 It leads to a situation in which God has the eter- 
nal divine attribute of speech, and that attribute is of course a ma‘nd, one of the 
ma ‘ani that subsist in themselves. At the same time, God's speech communicates 
his ma'ānī and humans receive them via language in their own created minds 
as ma'àni. We do not have a category in English that covers all these bases, but 
Arabic did. Vishanoff has perceptively observed, in the context of a discussion of 
divine imperatives in which the legal force of the command comes from the ma nā 
rather than the vocal form (sigat al-amr), "Because ma'nà is both attribute and 
meaning, the ontological gap between God's eternal attribute of speech and its cre- 
ated expression is also a hermeneutical gap between meaning and the verbal form 
that expresses it"? Ibn Fürak (and al-Bāgillānī) had a core conceptual vocabulary 
that assumed ma nā was both the divine truth that they sought in revelation as 
exegetes and the eternal divine truth that they posited as theologians. In English, 
we would call the latter “an attribute" and the former “a meaning? But eleventh- 
century Arabic used the same word. 

We learn here that the ma ānī we have been in pursuit of since the first page of 
this book do not for Ibn Fürak come in the shape of words. But do they come in 
the shape of language? Are ma ānī some language of thought that does not neces- 
sarily have sound, letters, or syntax but that does still order itself in the pragmatic 
categories of command, prohibition, and predication? Is this what is sometimes 
called “speech” (as noted by Frank)?** Ibn Fürak does not provide us with the 
answers to all these questions. What he does give us is a systematic account of how 


125. oF He NAM 4 e» JA NAP ETES oda Lola elks, ira SV, Os al 
EA» 0,55 all Uus Gp Ras! LVVA BLS s uisu oy koks ls coeli PAS 
Nun T LSI lel se. Ibn Fürak (1987, 192.5-8). 

aši Al-Bāgillānī (1998, 2:5), Farahat (2016, 594). 

127. Vishanoff (2011, 180). Thanks to David Vishanoff for an encouraging conversation on this 
guestion during the conference "Intention and Signification: Philosophy of Language across Islamic 
Disciplines, 800-1200" at Albert Ludwig University, Freiburg, in June 2017. 


128. Frank (2000, 29). 


138 THEOLOGY 


human cognition used ma ‘ani to deal with the world and with God. It will be only 
with Ibn Sina and al-Gurģānī in subsequent chapters that we start to see ma nà 
given cognitive patterns and rules that stand at a certain remove from the vocal 
forms of language itself. 


HUMAN ACCURACY 


Objective Truth 


Arabic theory understood accuracy in a linguistic framework. In this framework, 
there were only two ways that the plane of vocal form could connect to the plane of 
mental content: an accurate type of connection recorded in the lexicon (haqiqah) 
and an alternative type of connection that went beyond the lexicon (magaz). Here 
I want to ask how persistent this linguistic framework was in Ibn Fūraks theology. 
Did his conception of accuracy always contain the shadow, or even the presence, 
of language? 

Arabic scholars in the eleventh century and earlier looked for accurate accounts 
of both things and ideas. Ibn Fürak himself described the task of investigating 
knowledge as work on the "accurate mental content of al-A$'ari?"? Pursuit of 
"accurate accounts of things” (hagā ig al-ašyā') was one of the most common 
ways to describe the practice of philhellenic philosophy (as noted in chapter 2.) In 
both these cases, whether words, things, or ideas were at stake, haqiqah stood for 
getting it right. 

Ibn Fürak was committed to an objective sphere of truth, and he used hagiqah 
to describe the accuracy available there. In a discussion of how necessary knowl- 
edge (inescapable knowledge, as opposed to what is acquired) must perforce be 
shared among all sentient beings, he wrote that if this principle did not hold, and 
necessary knowledge was disparately available to different people despite their 
equal access to it, "that would lead to collective disavowal of the accurate accounts 
and invalidation of the routes toward establishing them” The accurate accounts 
are real knowledge of how things are, knowledge of the sort that would be at stake 
were we to lose the equalizing principle that two rational and sentient beings, in 
the absence of obstacles, know the same thing in the same way. Ibn Fürak clearly 
cared as much about the pit of epistemological relativism as Peters and Frank. 
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At one of the early points where he criticizes the work of al- Astarābādī, this accu- 
rate discernment of reality is the epistemological point of contention. Al-Astarabadi 
was wrong, Ibn Furak said, to write that accurate discernment of the truth or fal- 
sity of things was possible only through the Quran, prophetic example, scholarly 
consensus, and rational indicators. The problem with this standard list was that it 
omitted things that were known via sensory data and historical reports.” Ibn Fürak 
wanted to extend the sphere of objective truth to include both those categories, and 
so to cover both observation and history. But the name both he and al- Astarābādī 
gave to what can be accurately known to be true or false was /iaqiqah. 

Later on, in chapter 40, Ibn Fürak discussed how one person can know something 
in two different ways at the same time but cannot have two separate and identical 
knowledges of the same thing at the same time. Al-A$'ari apparently deduced this 
from the fact that an atheist (ad-dahri, on whom see Patricia Crone)” could know a 
body existed (true) while believing it to be eternal (false). If the belief was false, then 
it could not be knowledge, "because knowledge has to be of the accurate account of 
what is known?» At this point, the appellation "knowledge" is reserved for those times 
when one gets it right (because if ones knowledge is false, then it is perforce just a 
belief) and the test is accuracy; one is right only when one knows the accurate account. 


Accurate Language about the World 


Accurate language about the world is an epistemological standard of accuracy that 
is structured with concepts that came from linguistic accounts of reference. There 
is a clear parallel between haqiqah (accuracy) and ma'nà (mental content) here; 
both terms emerged from accounts of how language works and were then used 
to describe how cognition functions. Their continued use in cognition retains a 
strong linguistic flavor. 

Let us take Ibn Fūraks report on what al-Aš'arī thought about the mental con- 
tent of truth: "The vocal form the truth' contributes to multiple mental contents 
according to different aspects of usage. Truth cannot be enumerated in a concise 
vocal form? Al-Aš'arī then compared “truth” to an Arabic word that had mean- 
ings so separate that some might call it a homonym in English: ‘adl, the verbal 
form of which could be used to say both “he deviated from the truth" and “he 
behaved justly.” Al-A$'ari wrote that the accurate account of ‘adl was that, like 
"truth, it could refer to different types of mental content. The next problem was 
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a matter of pragmatics, of meaning in context: the guestion "Is unbelief true or 
false?” could be legitimately answered in both the affirmative (because unbelief 
is created by God) and the negative (because the unbelief acquired by humans is 
forbidden by God). All these theological problems (two lexical homonyms and 
a matter of pragmatics) are linguistic; this is theology as the policing of language 
usage against the epistemological reference point of the lexicon. But these are also 
cognitive problems about the mental content of truth and the possibility of giving 
an accurate account of it. Ibn Fürak identified two complementary methodologi- 
cal approaches to questions like these. The first was to explain how a vocal form 
could have more than one accurate account of its multiple mental contents. This 
approach rested on an attitude to the lexicon that assumed different names within 
it could point at the same mental content and occupy the same cognitive pigeon- 
hole.*5 The second approach was to posit a category of absolute truth or absolute 
justice, for which a single mental content could be established in accordance with 
revelatory precedent. The account for "truth" was then ontological rather than lin- 
guistic and lexically based: "Ihe mental content of absolute truth is that it is what 
has been verified as being and truly exists. . . . It inevitably either is or it will be?** 

In chapter 8 of the Mugarrad Ibn Fürak focused on "the mental content of 
the accurate account and the mental content of going beyond the lexicon." He 
started by confirming that the accuracy is about more than language: "Our use of 
‘accuracy may extend beyond vocal forms and statements to what is neither”** 
Ibn Fürak goes on to report that "the accurate account of a thing is the self of that 
thing when it is as it is described . . . , and its accurate account is also its mental 
content, from which its description is derived? The accurate accounts of “black,” 
"moving, "long, “short; “knowing, “capable,” and “speaking” are in each case a 
mental content, from which these descriptions ("black, “moving,” “long,” and so 
on) are derived.*? This is a presentation of the accurate account, in which it can 
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be used for both words and things. It is complemented by Ibn Fūraks collection 
of formal definitions in legal theory, Kitāb al-Hudūd fī al-Usūl, where he writes 
that "accuracy can be used according to two mental contents, the first of which 
is the description of a thing that is its formal definition, its clarification, and the 
mental content on account of which this thing deserves that description. The sec- 
ond is the accurate account of speech, which also goes back to description in that 
it is a speech act according to original lexical placement.” In both the Mugarrad 
and the Hudiid there are two spheres in which theologians or legal theorists use 
haqiqah, the word for accuracy. One sphere is language: accurate speech accords 
with lexical precedent. The other sphere, mental content, has no necessary corre- 
late in vocal form and is actually prior to linguistic expression: we derive descrip- 
tions of things from the mental contents that are accurate. 

Ibn Fürak used haqiqah as an indicator of accuracy, whether he was talking 
about the cognitive mental contents that enabled humans to think about the world 
and from which descriptions were derived, or when discussing word usage vis-à- 
vis the lexicon. The three domains of reality, mind, and language are inextricably 
connected by mental content, which sits in all three levels. We think about the 
world with mental content, and we refer to mental content when we talk. We then 
evaluate all this mental content according to the standard of the accurate account, 
an epistemological tool that enables certain cognitive processes and certain con- 
nections between vocal form and mental content to be privileged. 


Accurate Accounts of Literature and Physics 


The Arabic accurate account was not just a point where words and things combined; 
it was also an epistemological judgment that applied to both science and literature. 
By "science; I mean the systematic investigations by eleventh-century Arabic theo- 
logians and philosophers into the structure and behavior of the physical and natural 
world, and by "literature" I mean the specific set of approaches to aesthetics and 
poetry found in this period. For Ibn Fürak and his contemporaries these included 
the study of imagery and the question of what a metaphor is and how it works, both 
tested against a self-consciously aesthetic canon of poetry and prose. This is the 
paradigmatically literary territory into which Ibn Fürak moves only ten lines or so 
into chapter 8. For Arabists, it is no surprise that a discussion of physics (what it is 
to be moving) shades so quickly into a literary discussion of how metaphors work. 
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It is a familiar feature of the Classical Arabic intellectual landscape and the corol- 
lary of its obsession with language; if one cares about language to the extent that its 
structures infuse ones ontology, then ones care for language cannot but extend to 
the creation of language as literature and the criticism thereof. Just as the chapters of 
this book move from mental contents in theology to mental contents in poetry, so 
Ibn Fürak himself makes the same move inside a single short chapter: from accurate 
accounts of color and movement in a body to accurate accounts of reference in a line 
of poetry. The framework of the accurate account is constant throughout this move, 
just as mental content is a permanent part of the conceptual landscape. 

Ibn Fürak tells us what speech that goes beyond lexical placement looked like 
to him: "Some statements and vocal forms are called maģāz according to a mental 
content that holds them to have moved away from that for which they were lexi- 
cally placed to that for which they were not.” This is the accurate account applied 
to words and to their usage vis-à-vis the lexicon. It matches the lexicography and 
poetics of ar-Ragib that we encountered in the previous chapter, and we will see 
al-Gurģānī develop it in chapter 7. In the mind of the person who considers a 
speech act there is a mental content that constitutes their decision as to whether 
the vocal forms of the speech in question still have their original connections to 
the mental contents they encompassed in the lexicon. Speech acts consist of vocal 
forms and mental contents, while other mental contents make determinations 
about those speech acts. This is why I am comfortable translating ma‘nd as “men- 
tal content" and understanding it as the stuff of cognition; mental content is in 
speech and is thought about speech, both part of literature itself and the material 
of literary criticism. There is a potential here that will be exploited by al-Gurģānī. 

When eleventh-century scholars said that speech went beyond the lexicon, they 
were giving an account of language that focused on a historic lexical relationship; 
a particular vocal form was known in the lexicon of the community to refer to a 
particular mental content, and this was the accurate account (/aqiqah). As soon as 
that link was altered, the speech act went beyond the lexicon (maģāz). Ibn Fürak, 
in this book of his about theology, explained speech that goes beyond the lexi- 
con with three examples. The first is from the Quran, when the narrative voice is 
decrying those who plotted against the new religious community rather than join- 
ing it: "rather it was the scheming of the night and the day. Ibn Fürak makes 
the point that the scheming didn't really belong to the night or the day but rather 
happened during those times. The mental content of the verse is not that either 
night or day is a schemer but rather that the scheming took place during night 
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or day.'* The verse as it stands in the Quran is therefore speech that goes beyond 
the lexicon. Accurate speech would be if the relationship of vocal form to mental 
content remained unaltered, and the night and day really had schemed. Ibn Fürak 
then wrote: "This is like the statement of the poet: ‘As for the day, it is in shackles 
and chains?" He explained that the mental content was that the shackling occurred 
during the day, not that the day was itself actually wearing metal restraints.'** The 
final example sees him switch back to the Quran and Moses coming across "a wall 
that wanted to fall down” Ibn Fürak pithily notes that according to an accurate 
account walls dont want to do anything.'* 

The accurate account was a test of literature. But it was also a test of eleventh- 
century physics; when Ibn Fürak wanted to say that accidents do not occupy space 
he wrote: "Accidents do not accurately have a spatial aspect, because they do not 
touch each other, and one accident cannot be a border for another?" The accu- 
rate account here is an epistemological standard of correctness, not necessarily 
connected to any linguistic sphere. This is made clearer a few lines later when he 
wrote that in a discussion like this, our expression "spatial aspect" is not accurate, 
and neither are the vocal forms “half? “third? and “quarter.” This is because “the 
accurate account of a speaker's statement I took half a penny’ is that they took a 
thing and left its exact like. The expression of this action with ‘half’ is a process 
of semantic extension?" The actual extramental reality of which one can give an 
accurate account is made up of atoms. All substances that exist can exist individu- 
ally and separately from the rest: "This is the mental content of our statement that 
‘the atom cannot be subdivided’ and that ‘a substance cannot be divided or halved 
in its essence.”'** Because the world is actually made of atoms, the only accounts 
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that can be strictly accurate according to this account of physics are those that 
make statements about individual atoms and their behavior. Every other group- 
ing beyond the single atom is semantic extension, a broadening beyond an origi- 
nal strict accuracy. Ibn Fūrak therefore used "accurate account” to identify the 
moments when language gave an accurate account of the world as it was in extra- 
mental atomic fact. Franks translation of haqiqah here is a valuable one: “ana- 
lytically strict [and] ontologically designative”'* The nature of the world was at 
stake here, and the scientific framework being used to make sense of it was fun- 
damentally linguistic. Ibn Fürak used a core conceptual vocabulary for a scientific 
project. Atoms were understood to the extent that they could be spoken about. The 
vocabulary needs translation, and the project of naming and subdividing reality is 
still taking place in the Large Hadron Collider. 


KNOWLEDGE IS EVERYTHING 


We have come to understand that ma'àni were the primary building blocks of Ibn 
Fürak's theology. They provided an interface between language, mind, and reality; 
they were the raw material for human perception of the world and understanding 
of God, and they were the cognitive source of the ideas that humans expressed 
in language. Ma'ānī helped structure theological and scientific epistemologies 
and were themselves the stuff of those cognitive processes. There is a circularity 
here: ma'nā is both how we know and what we know. (Cf. Frank on the Mu tazilī 
Abū al-Hudayl al-* Allāf, d. 842.)** Knowledge ( ilm) was everything. Ibn Fürak 
was aware of this, and the first chapter of the Mugarrad he titled “Clarification 
of al-Aš arīs School of Thought with Regard to the Ma'nà of Knowledge and Its 
Formal Definition? 

Ibn Fürak started his chapter on knowledge with what he said was the funda- 
mental and central statement of al-Aš'arī around which all his other definitions 
of ma ānī revolved, that “the ma'nā of knowledge and its accurate account is that 
with which the knower knows the known.” This is concise and circular to the 
point of obscurity. But the theological problem that al-A$'ari and Ibn Fürak faced 
was very real: how humans could best think of the divine. It was problematic to 
think of God as having a self that was his knowledge, because it was incoherent 
from the human perspective; it did not conform to the universal and accurate 
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account of knowledge with which humans worked. Daniel Gimaret has explained 
this doctrine as avoidance of the confusion of substance and accident, with both 
God and knower being substance and knowledge an accident. This is more than 
plausible, but the conceptual vocabulary of substance and accident is absent from 
these passages in al-Aš'arī and Ibn Fürak.^* When al-Aš'arī had discussed the 
same doctrine, he talked not about substance and accident but about ma nā and 
how humans conceive of knowledge: it was impossible for God to be "in the same 
ma nā as his attributes. Dont you see that the route by which it is known that 
knowledge is knowledge is that the knower has knowledge?" A]-A$ arī was say- 
ing that we comprehend the ma'nā of knowledge, we know what knowledge is, 
only by thinking of someone knowing something and thereby having knowledge. 
Our very conception of knowledge is of someone having it, not that someone is it. 
This is why God cannot be knowledge, nor be knowing in his self; we must under- 
stand him as having knowledge. (Cf. Frank on Abū al-Hudayl).55 

The theological process here is a policing of human speech acts that reflect 
human cognitive processes made up of ma ānī. Al-Aš'arī made this clear in 
response to a hypothetical suggestion that God could be neither a knower in him- 
self nor a knower with a separate ma'nà. His response was that there is no third 
option: the knowledge is either a separate ma nā, or it is in God himself; we can- 
not affirm the knowledge in any other way.*7 I think that although it is clumsy, the 
translation of ma‘nd as “mental content” is still viable here: these are theories and 
debates about how humans should think of God. The pressure on my translation 
comes from the way the word “mental” calls into question whose mind the content 
is in. There is no doubt that the theological process is taking place in the mind of 
the theologian, but there is equally no doubt that the target of that process, the 
ma nā with which God knows, is divine and therefore not in the mind of the theo- 


13. OUS Andy gie OS JJ a em opt ele le dla al OF le a ia Jie es e, 
hes le (ds bus pakā) Se Cols dà Ayes! bd e las Ge lal une Ride DV Re «Las 
cline (59 Lele os ol -— e das. Ibn Fürak (1987, 10.1215). Cf. al-Aš'arī (1953a, 30 n. 18), 
Gimaret (1990, 37). 

154. Al-Aš'arī (1953a, #25), Gimaret (1990, 275). 

155. li OF ce VW ouai uas (dus WW OSs gi Lake ILI gf Le Abell OS OF Jay 
«le 4 e ol He eua of [al £) «] eis [( 31%) 4] gl]. Al-Aš'arī (1953a, #25), (1955, 30.7-9). 

156. ile al Fre ANS Jus ISB andy Cie oS dl Jes Cle (Jus old oS OF Jit Labs 
Aandi y OS ol Jr Hx- Al-A8‘ari (1953a, #25), (1955, 30.10—12). See also al-AS ‘ari (1953a, #18), 
(1955, 26.16-27.5); Frank (1969, 466-67). 

157. 9^ OG Ol med gne Vy ds Y Jie ies ce) UI OS OF STL Dy JU Ob 
Vy aL a c ly ge Vy ni ie ery ol ple WS OS Of ed Ua jie JJ a ate 
od Ls Je lis ju a lly AL ga Oy ol eed gas. Al-A8‘ari (19532, #26), (1955, 30.13-31.2). 


146 THEOLOGY 


logian. This is the same problem that we faced with the use of ma nā in physics: 
theologians like Ibn Fürak used a conceptual vocabulary based around ma'nā that 
did not inherently mark the boundary between the human mind and the world 
outside. The tension is a reminder that we do not have a word in English that does 
the work ma nā did in Arabic. 

Knowledge was everything, and it was different from other human or divine 
actions. One can know a taste, but taste itself is not knowledge.^* Ibn Fūraks 
choice of this example reminds us once again that he is seeking to apply to God 
conclusions developed with reference to humanity. This is arguably the central 
tension of Islamic theology. The lists of ma'àni other than "knowledge" that he 
provided in this first paragraph of his chapter 1 are evidence of this assumption: 
“movement, ability, color, and taste,” and then “speech, movement, color, and 
taste? Both lists combine ma'ānī understood to be unquestionably both divine 
and human (for example, "speech”) and ma ānī that are consistently under- 
stood as theologically incompatible with God (“color” and "taste”). Ibn Fürak 
also tells us how al-Aš'arī asked himself whether the knower knows because 
knowledge is knowledge or because such knowledge is relative to the knower 
(in the same way as movement is relative to the mover). Ibn Fürak reported 
that al- A$'ari considered both alternatives invalid and wrote that “the knower 
knows only on account of that from which the name 'knower' is derived for 
him?"'** Ibn Fürak then commented that "this is an intimation that this is the 
ma nā of ‘knowledge’: that from which it is necessary to derive the name 'know- 
ing for whomsoever engages in knowing”'*' Once again, a ma‘nd with an onto- 
logical significance that extends to the divine is constructed with reference to 
the lexicon. 

Ibn Fürak also distinguished knowledge from belief. (Ihe Arabic word is 
itigād, which could also be translated as "firmly combined" or “compactly 
formed”; see Frank.)'* He wrote that the root principle from which belief is 
derived “is investigated without ma ānī.”' In this short passage, Ibn Fürak was 
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responding to an old Mu tazili doctrine, attributed to al-Gubbā i, that knowledge 
is the belief that something is as it is.“ In the roughly contemporary defense of 
that doctrine by ‘Abd al-Gabbar, we can see that for the Mu tazilah there was 
a distinction between a broad category of belief and a narrower subcategory of 
belief called “knowledge,” in which the belief came with certainty.’® This is close 
to the Aš ārī position of Ibn Fürak that we encountered above: belief can be false, 
but knowledge is accurate.'5$ The Mu tazilah were firm in their location of the 
divine attributes in human language and cognition; there is no problem read- 
ing ‘Abd al-Gabbàr's ma'nā here as “mental content” a conceptual category that 
was part of the human process of reasoning through the possibilities for accu- 
rate description of God. But what are the ma'ānī that Ibn Fürak thought were 
not involved in belief? One way to think about them is to use the pigeonhole 
metaphor suggested above for ma'àni as categories. Ibn Fürak uses ma‘nd in his 
theology because it provides him with a stable concept that can be separated from 
language and applied to both mind and reality (whether that reality is worldly 
or divine). If the ma ānī are stable mental contents that reflect the world, then 
they cannot be false; one can of course have a false cognition of them, a flawed 
or corrupted idea, but the ma nā itself is, perhaps, by definition true. We already 
know that an accurate human account of a ma'nà was called hagīgah, and here 
we have a remark by Ibn Fürak that suggests while ma ānī are the stuff of human 
cognition, they are not the stuff of human false belief or faulty supposition. This 
fits with my assumption in chapter 2 that the ma ānī of theology, lexicography, 
and grammar are one single category used in different ways. When scholars say 
that the ma‘nd of X is Y, they are claiming to report fact. Scholars of course dis- 
agreed on the facts, and everyone from lexicographers to theologians disagreed 
about ma'ānī, but everyone agreed that in doing so they were concerned with 
facts about language, the world, or God. They were concerned, like Ibn Fürak, 
with knowledge, not belief. 


eos all prey ode US IS xil Jidl Ly erally gl! JI LUIS, actly ual js BH 
(lose ais EUS Legale Gilt OF jel bly šā le ollis ego audis ell Cis es OU. 
Ibn Fūrak (1987, 11.7-11, 13.23-24). 

164. Frank (1969, 465), al-Oādī ‘Abd al-Gabbar (1965-74, 12: 25.18). 

165. liga Ji ily. dal Led! lll i OS (easi SI inal um all OF pel 
UK ās ary le Sy a ph e age s etl ln (ua oe I um c ll pla ADI ego 
my! oe se «es! sls) ga ela eo. Gaull, Al-Oādī Abd al-Gabbàr (1965-74, 12: 13.1, 
25.17-18, 27.8-9). 


166. See note 133 above. 


148 THEOLOGY 


EVERYTHING IS KNOWLEDGE 


When ma'nā worked to establish the strict monotheism of the Islamic God, it 
did so by moving the action into the human mind. We have seen scholars in this 
chapter reminding us that the words "description” and "attribute” refer to linguis- 
tic acts of description. We have not seen them engage in similar reminders that 
ma'nā refers to human cognition, but perhaps the reason no scholar said that 
ma ānī were cognitive is that there was no one around to disagree, whereas some 
creeds did indeed deny that God's descriptions and attributes were human and 
linguistic. The closest we get to a noncognitive ma nā is the theory of Mu'ammar, 
and in the absence of extant texts we cannot be sure exactly where he would have 
positioned his causal ma ānī between the mental and extramental realms. All we 
can be sure of is that he was using a core conceptual vocabulary that he shared 
with contemporary Arabic accounts of how language worked. However, with Ibn 
Fürak we can at least consider the prospect that his cognitive ma ānī were located 
in human minds and that the effort he expended to prevent God being associated 
with internal multiplicity was focused on human cognition of God rather than on 
the extramental constitution of the divine being. 

When the action moves to the sphere of human cognition, it starts to make 
more sense that language would be heavily involved. Again, this enables us to 
explain how so much of Islamic theology was about naming: the names given to 
things mattered because they reflected mental contents, and the mental contents 
reflected the extramental reality of the world. These two vectors of reflection were 
then critically evaluated according to the standard of accuracy. Theologians asked 
whether the vocal forms of language did in fact accurately reflect mental contents, 
and they could turn to the lexicon to adjudicate and negotiate their conclusions. 
Theologians also asked whether their mental contents accurately reflected the 
extramental world that their senses observed, and they could turn to reason and 
logic to adjudicate their conclusions. Theology was science for Ibn Fürak and his 
contemporaries; the stuff of their debates was human mental content, and they 
wanted to make that content as accurate as possible. Humans had mental con- 
tents that resulted from their interactions with the world and mental contents 
that resulted from their considerations of the divine. Both needed to be assessed 
according to lexical precedent, revelatory precedent, reason, and sensory data as 
appropriate. 

Ibn Fūraks Aš'arī theory of the acquisition of acts, as discussed above,” was 
relevant to this picture of human mental content. When we consider that theory, 
it seems logical to conclude that God had exactly the same control over human 
mental contents as he did over every single other atom or thing in his creation. 
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If this is the case, then theology was less about human cognition and reason and 
more about what God did with human mental contents. This makes theories like 
acguisition seem guite different: God created the human and created the extra- 
mental objects with which the human interacted. God also created the movements 
of those extramental objects and then created the human mental content that was 
human cognition of the movement of the extramental objects. On this reading, 
mental content simply provided God with a means to manage human minds. It is 
tempting to suggest that conclusions such as these may have been on the minds of 
scholars such as Ibn Fūraks pupil al-Oušayrī, who contributed to the development 
of mystical epistemologies in which ma'ānī and ļagā ig, accurate accounts of 
mental contents, became increasingly tightly connected to the divine and increas- 
ingly distant from the physics and linguistics of Ibn Fūrak. 

However, the observation that Aš arī occasionalism contributes to a system 
in which God's omnipresence makes the location of ma'ānī irrelevant would not 
have made sense to Ibn Fūrak. His typology of Gods creation (things, instances, 
substances, and accidents) did not include ma'ānī,'** which suggests that he did 
not see them as a separate ontological category; they were just part of his process 
of thinking about things, instances, substances, and accidents. The observation 
about occasionalism rather comes out of the process of translating Ibn Fürak into 
twenty-first-century English, a process that itself requires one to take a position 
on the location of the ma'àni between language, mind, and reality. The conclusion 
that I draw here is that ma‘ani were connected to language because they could 
always (and only) be expressed in language. This meant that accounts of ma'ānī 
were rooted in the lexicon. But Ibn Fürak did not see the ma'ānī as dependent 
on the lexicon or on human language. They were a category he could separate 
from language, a set of conceptual pigeonholes into which theological and physi- 
cal concepts could be slotted and from which connections could then be made 
to specific linguistic vocal forms in contexts. The translation “mental contents,” 
with the caveat that it does not produce fluid or easily read English prose, works 
for ma ānī on this account. The problem comes with the decision, forced upon us 
by the translation process but not necessarily experienced by the authors of these 
texts, as to whether the ma ānī are in human minds, outside in the extramental 
world, divine, or, while remaining themselves, in all three. 

This is a moment at which some comparative philosophy may be useful. 
Twentieth- and twenty-first-century scholars of ancient Greece have encountered 
a similar problem with accidents, those Aristotelian nonessential qualities we 
encountered earlier in this chapter, and with universals. Mohsen Javadi makes the 
following important observation: "All concepts, including universals, exist in the 
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mind as mental qualities, but not [as] instances of substance. . . . Universals... 
are always present in the mind as mental qualities, as is the case with other 
accidents.” In Ibn Fūraks theology we are not dealing with universals, or at least 
we are not dealing with the Aristotelian tradition of universals (that continued in 
Arabic, as the next chapter will show). But we are dealing with accidents, which 
as Ibn Fürak said are a subcategory of ma ānī.”* Javadi locates his clarity about the 
location of universals and accidents in the work of, among others, Ibn Sīnā: "As 
far as I know, this problem was not discussed in the West, but we can find a rich 
and detailed discussion of it in Muslim philosophy, especially in the discussion of 
‘knowledge’ or ‘mental existence’ [al-wuģūd ad-dihnī|”* We will come to Ibn Sina 
in the next chapter, where Javadi's observation will be shown to be correct. Ibn 
Sinà was working with the same conceptual vocabulary as Ibn Fūrak and ar-Rāģib; 
he exploited the potential of ma‘ dni to build theories of cognition in a way that his 
predecessors in the Arabic Aristotelian tradition had not. 

I would like to end this chapter on Ibn Fürak with some observations made by 
Richard Cross about Duns Scotus (the thirteenth-century Scot whom we met in 
chapter 2 when considering the translation of ma'nā as "entitative"): "It makes no 
difference at all to cognition whether or not the object of cognition is inherent in 
the mind. Just the same causal story is told in both cases, and in both cases we can 
think of the mind as somehow or other including its object—even if that object 
is external to it” The theory of causality is what is important, not the location of 
the object of cognition: "The same nature can be said to exist in reality and in 
the mind, and to this extent extramental particulars, or aspects of such external 
particulars are, in a qualified way, themselves somehow ‘in the mind?" Cross's 
analysis of Scotus has led him to the same point where our reading of Ibn Fürak, 
an Islamic theologian working three centuries earlier, led us. In both thirteenth- 
century Europe and eleventh-century Iran and Iraq, a theory of theological phys- 
ics could function with what looks to us now like a complete collapse between 
mind and world. 

I suggested above that the blur between epistemology and ontology in Ibn 
Fürak could be connected, via the Aš'arī theory of acquisition, to the work of 
scholars like al-Oušayrī who are usually called “Sufi” or “mystic.” I then noted that 
this is a connection that makes sense only in hindsight, arises only as an option 
in the translation process, and would not have made sense to Ibn Fürak himself. 
Nevertheless, it is worth considering. Cross engages in a similar process with 
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Scotus, and asks whether Scotuss assumptions “weaken the account of the self, 
such that the self is no longer a self-contained whole but extends out into the envi- 
ronment too.” This is very much a question couched in the terms of twenty-first- 
century philosophy, which is no bad thing. Cross continues: "Mental contents are 
in” the mind whether or not they inhere in the mind. To be in the mind, all such 
contents have to be are actual objects of occurrent cognition? This matches the 
conclusions drawn in this chapter about ma ānī: movements in living extramental 
bodies and divine attributes are both objects of cognition and mental contents. 
The explanation Cross gives for his reading is also useful: "Inner and outer the- 
atres have the same observer—the mind or intelligence—and this breakdown of 
the distinction between representation and represented hinges on the loosening of 
what it is to be ‘in’ the mind: not as such inherent, but simply part of a causal story 
originating with semantic contents and issuing in an occurrent cognition.” 

I have no intention of connecting Scotuss theory of the self to Ibn Fūrak, nor 
of suggesting that Ibn Fürak's ideas necessarily made their way from Baghdad to 
the Scottish borders (or more accurately, to Oxford and Cologne). What I would 
like to do is use Crosss reading of Scotus as an alibi for my reading of Ibn Fürak 
and suggest it as a possible resolution to the problems of interpretation identi- 
fied by Frank, Gimaret, and Allard. If the inner and outer theaters of mind and 
extramental reality do indeed have the same observer, and that observer is the 
human intelligence of the theologian, then it is moot whether ma'ānī are mental 
contents, extramental forces and qualities, or divine attributes. Ma'ānī were the 
stuff of human intelligence, whether it was directed at the operations of grammar 
and syntax, linguistic precedent in the lexicon, extramental physics, or the nature 
of the divine. They were explicable categories that provided Ibn Fürak with episte- 
mological stability, clarity, and terminological concision, three merits that are lost 
when his Arabic is translated into our English. 
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Logic 


Ibn Sīnā inherited Greek and Arabic Aristotelianism and turned it into a new syn- 
thesis with a new conceptual vocabulary. Translation lay at the heart of this pro- 
cess. In the eleventh century, Ibn Sīnā wrote in dialogue with both the philhellenic 
commentary tradition and the Arabic tradition of thought about language. Where 
the Baghdad School of Aristotelian philosophers had claimed that logic enabled 
them to dispense with Arabic grammar (see my article with Peter Adamson),' and 
al-Fārābī had tended to use calques of Greek words (Zimmermann argues persua- 
sively that he did so deliberately), Ibn Sinà chose to write Arabic with all the chal- 
lenges and rewards such a decision entailed. He was faced with Aristotle in Arabic 
and translation choices made by other scholars. The Arabic conceptual vocabulary 
he developed gave him the tools to rethink human cognition, logical process, and 
the role of God. 


IBN SĪNĀ BETWEEN GREECE AND THE WEST 


Greece in the Arabic Eleventh Century 
Ibn Sinà was an Aristotelian. He was certain that he was engaged in the same 
intellectual project as Aristotle, and he structured his most comprehensive phil- 
osophical work, aš-Šifā' (The Cure) as a summa of the Organon. Aristotle had 
died over a millennium before Ibn Sina wrote aš-Šifā , and across those centuries 
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Aristotles logical works, and more, had been curated into a single set of treatises 
understood asa tool (organon) for intellectual activity. Ibn Sīnā followed this com- 
mentary tradition. Aš-Šifā' starts with Porphyry's (d. 305) introduction to logic 
the Eisagoge, and then Aristotles Categories, De Interpretatione, Prior Analytics, 
Posterior Analytics, Topics, Sophistical Refutations, Rhetoric, and Poetics. In all 
these cases aš-Šifā' is not a line-by-line commentary but rather a book-by-book 
analysis and reworking of Aristotle, al-Farabi, and Aristotles Greek and Arabic 
commentators. Ibn Sina saw himself “as a conscious reformer of the Aristotelian 
tradition,” and after Poetics he stopped following the inherited Aristotelian order. 
AS-Sifa’ continued with Aristotle’s Physics, On the Heavens, De Generatione et 
Corruptione, Chemistry (Meteorology), Meteorology, On the Soul, Botany, and 
Zoology. Then came mathematics with Euclid’s (fl. 300 B.c.) Elements, Ptolemy’s 
(d. 168) Almagest, Nichomacuss (d. 120) Introduction, and Ptolemy’s Harmonics. 
Finally, closing out as-Sifa’ was Ibn Sīnās own Ilāhīyāt, which took the theological 
and epistemological promise of Aristotle's Metaphysics and completely reworked it 
into a new Islamic philosophical synthesis.* 

The benefit of writing out these titles here is that it forces the reader to remem- 
ber just how much Greek there was in the Arabic eleventh century. This may come 
as a surprise when we consider the ways in which ar-Ragib and Ibn Furak, the sub- 
jects of the previous two chapters, worked to understand and describe the world 
and mankind. They both knew the Greek was there, but their Islamic theology had 
the confidence to, for example, disagree with Democritus about atoms. Ar-Ragib 
was opposed to any non-Islamic account of God whatsoever, but at the same time 
his ethics often came straight from Aristotle and Neoplatonism. Ar-Ragib’s claim 
that the physical act of doing things was central to both ethics and the purification 
of the soul is self-evidently both Aristotelian and Neoplatonic. Ibn Sina’s account 
of the same process was very similar indeed; and his “with reason and revela- 
tion" was also one of ar-Rāģibs favorite ethicoepistemological slogans? What we 
have in the eleventh century is a combination of Islamic theology and Arabic 
philosophy in which there is complete overlap at some points and total diver- 
gence at others. (For a paradigmatic example of the process, see Everett Rowson.)* 
Sometimes these two disciplines used the same Greek texts, and sometimes their 
wholly different approaches to the divine, the world, and humanity used com- 
pletely separate epistemological resources. When we read Ibn Sinà with a focus on 
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the core conceptual vocabulary of ma nā and hagīgah, it brings to the forefront 
those moments when he was part of the conversation about language along with 
ar-Rāģib and Ibn Fūrak. 


The Arabic Eleventh Century and the West 


From our standpoint today in the twenty-first-century Anglophone and European 
academy, the historical genealogies of conceptual vocabulary go in more than one 
direction. It is not just the case that the Arabic reception of Greek philosophy 
moved into Europe through Ibn Sīnā, Ibn Rušd (Averroes, d. 1198), and others, 
or that Ibn Sīnā himself used Arabic translations of the same Greek texts we read 
today. There were also Roman and Christian traditions of thought about language 
that were accessed by European scholasticism yet were unavailable to Ibn Sīnā, 
despite their origins in the Middle East and Mediterranean. The works of Cicero 
(d. 43 B.c.), Varro (d. 27 B.c.), and Horace (d. 8 B.C.) were not available in Arabic. 
But there is little to be gained from pursuing of an account of influence or the 
lack thereof. Eleventh-century Arabic scholars and their predecessors moved 
and talked in ways that are not captured in the extant manuscripts. Furthermore, 
human beings are capable of having similar ideas in different places and at differ- 
ent times without this having been the result of a documentable transmission pro- 
cess. This is particularly true in relation to descriptions of languages and minds. 
Augustine of Hippos (d. 430) theories of signification and epistemology, which 
famously helped Wittgenstein start Philosophical Investigations fifteen hundred 
years later, are one such case: they were not translated into Arabic at all.” But as 
Laurent Cesalli and Nadja Germann show, Augustine had a four-part map of sig- 
nification that bears comparison to those found in the Arabic eleventh century. 
There were spoken words (verbum), spoken words that signified (dictio), intel- 
ligible contents (dicibile), and extramental objects (res). And there was a signifi- 
cant further component for Augustine: the sign (signum) that occurs ^whenever 
something that sounds presents the mind with something to be cognized. ... A 
sign is something which is itself sensed and which indicates to the mind some- 
thing beyond the sign itself””* We find ourselves right back with Saussure, and 
it is much easier to sketch a genealogy of influence from Augustine to Saussure 
than it is to connect either to Arabic. All that we should say about the relation- 
ship between Augustine and eleventh-century Arabic is that they were playing 
different games with some of the same equipment. Furthermore, both the absence 
of Augustine from eleventh-century Arabic and the presence of Augustine in 
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fourteenth-century Europe are important reminders that what came after Ibn Sīnā 
in Latin was both more and less than Arabic. 


Translation in Three Directions (Greek, Latin, and Persian) 


Ibn Sīnā wrote in Arabic and Persian, and as he did so he cared about Greek. He 
was well aware of the schools and stages of translation from Greek into Arabic 
that had enabled him to access Aristotle’s texts. Ibn Sina’s work was subsequently 
translated into Latin by scholars who knew Greek and who, as we have just 
noted above, were also reading Latin that predated Ibn Sīnā. Ma'nā, the term 
with which I am concerned, is an Arabic word that sits in between Greek and 
Latin, fitting neatly into neither. What did people think it meant in Latin? In their 
magisterial The Development of Logic, which traces formal logic from ancient 
Greece to the English twentieth century, William and Martha Kneale discussed 
the twelfth- and thirteenth-century European controversies about the intellec- 
tual soul and the connections made between Aristotles De Anima and his De 
Interpretatione. The Kneales wrote: "Ihought, it was generally held, proceeds by 
means of propositiones mentales formed from natural signs in the soul, and here 
again Arabic influence was important in the detailed elaboration of the theory. 
In the Arabic of Ibn Sina... a form in the soul was identified with a ma nā, i.e. a 
meaning or notion, and when Ibn Sīnās works were translated into Latin, ma nā 
was rendered in all contexts by intentio, which thus came to have in medieval 
epistemology the technical sense of ‘natural sign in the soul””» What happened 
here was that scholars such as Albert the Great (d. 1280) and Thomas Aquinas (d. 
1198), while engaged in a European project of making Aristotle (and Ibn Rušd) 
compatible with Christian doctrine, used Ibn Sīnās Aristotelian synthesis, which 
itself had used the Arabic word ma' nà. The result was a piece of Latin conceptual 
vocabulary, intentio, that did Christian work in Europe as equipment for a dif- 
ferent language game. From a twenty-first-century perspective, this translation 
history can cause serious problems for philosophers reading Ibn Sina, as Dimitri 
Gutas has noted in a short discussion of what he calls an “evocatively polysemic 
word”: “The fact that this ma'nà was translated as intentio in medieval Latin, the 
starting point of many a misled scholar, does not mean by itself that the term 
means ‘intention’ in any sense? 

When Ibn Sīnās ma'nà was translated forward in time and into the European 
Latin language game, it started to play a necessarily new and different role within 
that games Latin conceptual vocabulary. What about when ma nā was translated 
backwards? Or rather, what conceptual vocabulary in ancient Greek philosophy 
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became ma nā in eleventh-century Arabic? Ullmann has already shown us how 
many of Galen's Greek words became ma'nā in the ninth century, and the array 
of options in the Arabic translation of De Interpretatione is indicative of the work 
ma ‘ani continued to do, and of the persistent problem of reading that work today 
in English: pragmata, pathēma, and lego d' hoti! First, we have an ancient Greek 
word for “things” (pragmata), which Aristotle used to refer to real objects. In 
the first chapter of De Interpretatione, J.L. Ackrill translates it as “real things” 
(Wolfson lists other occurrences.)" Next, a word for "passive emotion or condi- 
tion" (pathema), which Ackrill translates as "affections or impressions?" (The 
immediate Arabic translation was ātār but ma'àni were soon involved, as we 
will see below.) Finally, a phrase (lego d' hoti) that Aristotle used to express his 
authorial intent: *Now let me explain what I mean" (Harold Cooke; the phrase 
is elided by Ackrill).5 Jon McGinnis, in an article on Ibn Sīnās scientific method 
that looks forward to twentieth-century Anglophone philosophy of language and 
back to Aristotle, translates ma nā as "certain (positive) accounts" and "intrinsic 
essential account.’ (Cf. Gerhard Endress: *ma'nà (‘Betroffenheit; ‘Intention’) 
= pragma "Bedeutung.”)* John Wansborough has also noted the connection 
between the Greek word for *motif" or "theme" (topos) and the ma ānī of Arabic 
poetry.“ It is clear that ma'nà in Arabic occupied a space that did not exist in 
Greek (just as it does not exist in English). Different games are played with dif- 
ferent equipment. 

The fact that ma'nà was used for this range of Greek meanings is evidence 
that it had a broad function in Arabic, and that it was a preexisting category in 
the conceptual vocabularies of the translators of Aristotle and his commentators, 
just as it had been a preexisting category in the translators of Galen. The question 
then becomes whether it developed specific, separate, technical functions in the 
Arabic vocabularies of the philhellenic philosophers and should be read as such, 
or whether it would be better to follow the practice established in the first five 
chapters of this book and read for a single stable usage. I would like to attempt the 
latter course; I think ma nā was an Arabic word used for all kinds of Greek words 
across Aristotle, Galen, and more. Ma'nā in Arabic Aristotelianism is best looked 
at as a functional piece of equipment in the eleventh-century Arabic language 
game, and not as a series of distinct and incompatible alternatives. 
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The Arabic Aristotelianism of Ibn Sīna used ma nā to claim universal purchase 
on philosophy, regardless of the language in which it was written. At the end of 
his discussion of the first book of Aristotles Categories, Ibn Sina noted that he was 
reading an account of the interface between language and thought that had been 
written in a language different from his own: “The Greek language uses a different 
convention here?" Ibn Sina had been reviewing Aristotle third type of naming, 
parēnuma (“paronymous’ for Ackrill, “derivatively” for Cooke), for which he gives 
the examples of “grammar” connecting to “grammarian” and “heroism” connect- 
ing to “hero?” Ibn Sina explained that what connects such names is a certain con- 
nection to a particular mental content, which can exist in the latter (eloquence 
exists in the eloquent person) or be for some work the latter does (the blacksmith, 
haddād, works with iron, Jadīd).” The variation in examples is a function of a 
millennium of translation and commentary. (The translation by Hunayn b. Ishàq 
[d. 873] or his son Ishāg b. Hunayn [d. 911] used by Ibn Sīnā is extant and has elo- 
quence and bravery as the two examples.)?? Ibn Sina goes on to explain how Arabic 
morphological changes to the vocal form can introduce variation in the mental 
content in different ways. (So a sword can be "Indian, hindi with the Arabic nis- 
bah ending -ī, or it can be “an Indian-made sword,” muhannad, in the form of the 
Arabic passive participle). He says this is specific to the convention of each differ- 
ent language, and ends with the remark about Greek I quoted above.” The Arabic 
translation of this passage of Aristotle did not use ma‘nd, but Ibn Sina did, as had 
his predecessor in the Baghdad School of Aristotelian commentary, the Christian 
scholar al-Hasan Ibn Suwār (d. 1020).? Ma'nā was a useful word for discussions of 
comparative grammar in logic. 

Elsewhere, in his Arabic commentary on De Interpretatione, Ibn Sinà noted 
that Arabic Aristotelianism had established the Arabic *word" (kalimah) rather 
than “verb” (fi']) as a translation for the Greek “verb” (rhéma, on the translation 
of which see Ackrill).* Ibn Sina wrote: "Not everything that is a fil in Arabic is a 
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kalimah. For in Arabic, amšī [“I am walking"] and yamšī [he is walking"] are both 
called fi' but neither is uneguivocally a kalimah. That is because the a- in amšī 
indicates a specific separate matter ["I”], as does the -t- in mašaytu (“I walked"). 
The statements “I am walking" or “I walked" can therefore be true or false?” Ibn 
Sinà noted that the Arabic verb, which includes the subject as a prefix, is in effect 
a predication consisting of two terms, which can therefore be true or false. What 
matters for us here is Ibn Sīnās combined clarity both about specific languages and 
about universal matters of logic such as predication. 

Ma'nā was also available for Ibn Sinà to use in his Persian logic as an Arabic 
loanword. This is not the place for an in-depth examination of the role of ma nā 
in Persian philosophy, but suffice it to say that both lafz and ma‘nd moved into 
New Persian along with a great deal of Arabic scholarly terminology around this 
time. As we know, Ibn Sinà wrote a complete abridged philosophy in Persian at the 
request of the ruler of Isfahan, "apparently by translating into Persian sections that 
he had written earlier in Arabic" around 1027.5 Vocal form and mental content are 
to be found there, just as they were in his Arabic logic.” 


MENTAL CONTENTS IN IBN SĪNĀS CONCEPTUAL 
VOCABULARY 


Ma'nā was a logical concept for Ibn Sina, and it was also the cognitive result of sen- 
sory input. Mental content is an unproblematic translation in both cases. Ma ānī 
were things in our minds that we do not sense directly; ma‘ani such as the fear 
or enmity that one associates with a predator, or the sweetness that one associates 
with a yellow-colored substance thought to be honey." In a famous example, Ibn 
Sinà said that sheep see the shape and color of a wolf first, and then subsequently 
perceive a ma'nà of antagonism in the wolf that completes its form and leads them 
to be afraid and flee.** 
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Late in the Eisagoge, when Ibn Sīnā was exploring Porphyrys statement that 
"species are more extensive than genera,” he wrote: "The species exceeds the 
genus with ma'nā, for it contains the ma nā of the genus and the ma‘na of the 
specific difference in addition? Whereas a genus is obviously more general than a 
species and therefore exceeds it (“animal” is more general than *human”), a spe- 
cies such as “human” nevertheless contains within it both the ma'nā of animal- 
ness (its genus) and the ma‘nd of speech (its specific difference). This is how the 
apparently counterintuitive statement that a species can exceed a genus is true: a 
species such as “human” includes within it both the ma nā of the genus of which 
it is a part (animal) and the additional ma nā (speech) that differentiates it within 
that genus. The word ma nā is functioning just as it did in Ibn Fūraks accounts of 
God, as a stable category that helped explain epistemological relationships without 
necessitating any fragmentation of the concepts under consideration.” This shared 
vocabulary between Islamic theology and Aristotelian logic helps frame Ibn Sīnās 
remark, in his analysis of sensory input, that *it has been the custom to call what 
is sensed a ‘form; and what is estimated a *ma'na.""* Ma'nà was the Arabic word 
for the stuff of cognition: mental content. The fact that this translation of ma'nà 
causes fewer problems in Ibn Sinà than it did in Ibn Fürak tells us that our con- 
ceptual vocabulary today shares more with Arabic logic than it does with Islamic 
theology. It tells us nothing about the divisions and consensus that existed in the 
eleventh century; for that we will have read more of Ibn Sina. 


Mathematical Origins 
Greek texts first began to be translated into Arabic in the eighth century, and 
Gutas makes a persuasive case for an early focus on mathematical disciplines that 
enabled the "accounting, surveying, engineering, and time-keeping" ofthe caliphs 
who founded Baghdad and whose bureaucrats needed to know "arithmetic, geom- 
etry, trigonometry, and astronomy? Euclid's Elements (which would serve as a 
mathematics textbook until the nineteenth century in the West) was consequently 
translated at some point before 775.? Then, from around 830 to 870, the scholar 
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known as the first Islamic philosopher, al-Kindī, was in a position to exploit the 
epistemological and rational potential of mathematics to work across all avail- 
able fields of intellectual inquiry. Peter Adamson sketches the arc of a career that 
began with "the metaphysical and cosmological concerns typical of late Greek, 
Neoplatonizing Aristotelians" and then evolved into being "a practicing scientist 
and mathematician engaged in empirical research. . . more willing to... engage in 
criticism of the ancients”>* Methodologically, for al-Kindi mathematics was every- 
thing. Gutas highlights the extreme nature of his rhetoric: "If number is removed, 
so also are the objects numbered? Adamson shows how, for example, his advances 
in optics and pharmacology relied on mathematical analyses, and Endress argues 
for a genealogical connection between the process of geometrical proof and the 
development of the syllogism.” 

The knowledge that came from the Greeks was therefore always potentially 
associated with a certain kind of knowledge, the paradigmatic form of which 
was mathematics. This means that when al-Kindi stated his goal of reasoning the 
accurate accounts of things and achieving certainty through syllogistic proof; 
the method he was envisioning to achieve that goal was via the numerical pro- 
cesses that Euclid had laid out, which he was engaged in applying to everything 
from metaphysics to music. Over a century later, the same honorific terms were 
being used in the eleventh century to describe the sort of certain knowledge that 
scholars like ar-Ragib and Ibn Fürak thought could be gained from revelation, or 
reasoning, or both. As noted above, for both Ibn Sīnā and ar-Rāģib, philosophy 
in the broad sense was the combination of thought and action (“Ilm and ‘amal 
for both Ibn Sina and ar-Rāģib.)” As soon as philosophy moved into thought and 
action, one specific cognitive arena—language—that could be ignored in pharma- 
cology or optics became unavoidable. When the subject matter of an intellectual 
endeavor moves from things to humans, language comes in along with the people. 
Both ar-Rāģib and Ibn Fürak could comfortably accept the intrusion of language, 
in large part by not considering it an intrusion at all. For them, with hermeneutics 
and the divine revealed text always on the table as a source of certainty, the episte- 
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mological status of language was unquestioned (and the lexicographers benefited 
commensurately). But for Ibn Sinà, the situation was very different. He knew and 
used the mathematical tools first identified in Arabic by al-Kindi, and his logi- 
cal project was designed to fully integrate them into a set of empirical processes 
through which reason could start at the known and then arrive at the unknown. 
The epistemological promise of mathematics could not be ignored, but neither 
could the problem of language, nor the relationship of both mind and language to 
the extramental world. 


Three Existences (triplex status naturae) 


Ibn Sīnās famous "threefold distinction of quiddity (triplex status naturae in Latin 
Europe); was built on a clear distinction between the world and the mind, albeit 
with terminology slightly different from that found in Ibn Fūrak and ar-Rāģib. 
For Ibn Sina, the external, extramental, world was one of matter (māddah) that 
really occurs (giwām), and the mental world of cognition was one of conception 
(tasawwur). Actual instances (a yān) could exist in either the extramental or the 
mental world. Ibn Sīnās distinction between these two existences is clearest when 
he comes to discuss māhiyah (an established term by the eleventh century, derived 
from the Arabic word mā [^what;'] translated as “quiddity” or “what-it-is-ness;” in 
philhellenic philosophy it has roots in Aristotle)? Ibn Sina wrote that “the what- 
it-is-ness of things can be in either the actual instances of things, or it can be in 
the conception?^ As Alexander Kalbarczyk has shown," Ibn Sina had profitable 
access to Simpliciuss (fl. sixth century) commentary on the Categories, in which 
Simplicius had distinguished between the mental way a subject is and the extra- 
mental way a thing is: “There is a great difference between ‘as in a subject’ and ‘as 
in matter:”* Ibn Sina took this and turned it into three new categories: what-it-is- 
ness can be considered in three ways: (1) as unrelated to existence in either actual 
things or in conception; (2) as in actual things with the accidents specific to that 
existence; (3) as in conception with the accidents specific to that existence.* The 
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sort of accidents that attach to conceived things in the mind are ^what-it-is-ness" 
and “accident; “subject” and "predicate? But out in the extramental world there is 
no such thing as an accident or a subject; the syllogism is in the mind, not in the 
world.** 

What we are dealing with in Ibn Sīnā is a theory based on the process of con- 
ception, a process understood to happen in the mind. The mind is the location 
of the subject matter of logic: "Logic looks at things as predicates and subjects, 
universals and particulars; exactly those things that Ibn Sina knew did not exist 
in the extramental world. The stuff that is the result of conception is mental con- 
tent: "Conception is the representation of the mental content of something in the 
mind.” This is where we find ma'nà in Ibn Sina: as the cognitive result of the pro- 
cess of conceiving of a thing, wholly separate from the question of whether or not 
it exists in the world. When he talks about conception (tasawwur), he talks about 
the conception of mental content (cf. al-Fārābī).*” Therefore, when he came to dis- 
cuss the conception of being itself, which he had identified as the subject matter of 
Aristotles Metaphysics as well as of his own, Ibn Sinà used mental content to talk 
about existence: "We say that the mental contents ofthe existent, the thing, and the 
necessary are impressed upon the soul first, and this impression is not established 
on the basis of anything better known”** Mental content is primary, the first step 
in the cognition of anything. The components that make up our definitions, our 
meaningful conceptions of mental or extramental things, are ma'àni.*? 

This doctrine gives us clarity on the question of ma'nà. The mental contents 
are the stuff of conception, and conception is what happens when things exist in 
the mind. While Ibn Sīnās actual instances can be in the mind or in the world, 
his conceptions and ma ānī can be only in the mind. In the work Gutas calls 
"his manifesto of the philosophical praxis as he came to formulate it later in his 
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life” (Mantiq al-Masriqiyin), Ibn Sina wrote that “the subject matter of logic is 
the mental contents as they are placed for the composition that will enable them 
to help us attain something in our minds that is not yet there. The subject matter 
of logic is not the mental contents gua things that exist in actual instances such 
as substances, quantities, or qualities?* Logic is therefore about mental contents 
in specific logical arrangements. It is not about those mental contents that are 
instances of the cognitive conception of substance or the quality of a substance. 
(Although the conclusions of a logical arrangement of mental content, the results 
of logic that were previously unknown, may be cognitive instances of substance 
or quality.) 

Does this mean that the results of logic only apply in the mind? Twenty-first- 
century scholars of logic have indeed noticed that Ibn Sīnās syllogistic is not nec- 
essarily always de re (about the thing in extramental reality). Paul Thom writes: 
"Ibn Sīnās characterization of the subject of these [modal] propositions as stand- 
ing for whatever it applies to, ‘be it so qualified in a mental assumption or in exter- 
nal existence . . ? leaves open two ways to construe the propositions? * The text that 
Thom uses here, from Ibn Sīnās al-Išārāt wa-t-Tanbīhāt, states that with regard to 
"the predicative affirmation, for example ‘the human is an animal, the mental con- 
tent of this is that the thing we suppose in our minds to be a human, whether or 
not it exists in actual instances, we suppose to be an animal.” So all that logic does 
here is take mental content and predicate mental content of it, with no necessary 
connection to the world outside. What sort of connection to the world outside 
did Ibn Sinà envisage? He was surely not interested in a subjectivist or relativist 
rejection of extramental reality. And sure enough, back in a3-Sifa', Ibn Sina talked 
about how mental contents could be congruent with actual existent things.^ But 
even if we can settle our nerves with regard to the mind and its relationship to the 
world, what hangs in the background here is language. 


Marks on the Soul (al-ātār allatī fī an-nafs) 


For Ibn Sīnā, the basic stuff of the cognitive process was conceived mental con- 
cept with a nonnecessary relationship to the outside world. But that same mental 
content could occur as a result of the noise of human language. Both Aristotle 
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and his translator into Arabic, Ishāg b. Hunayn, started De Interpretatione by 
affirming the need to discuss the noun, verb, affirmation, negation, statement, 
and sentence.” Ibn Sīnā, on the other hand, started by restating that there are two 
kinds of existence. There are things outside in the world, and thanks to sensory 
faculties, humans are able to draw secondary fixed impressions of those extramen- 
tal things in their souls. The resulting impressions are not dependent on the con- 
tinued existences of the sensed objects in the world, and subsequent impressions 
may be purely cognitive events shorn of connection to any external sensible form. 
"For things have an existence in extramental instance and an existence in the soul 
where they constitute marks on the soul”>* 

This vocabulary of marks or impressions on the soul came from Aristotle, who 
in the second sentence of De Interpretatione had introduced an influential episte- 
mology of language, mind, and world: "Spoken sounds are symbols of affections 
in the soul, and written marks symbols of spoken sounds? And then while not 
all humans share a single language, ^what these are in the first place signs of— 
affections ofthe soul—are the same for all; and what these affections are likenesses 
of—actual things—are also the same.” Ishāgs Arabic translation reads: "What 
comes out in sound indicates the marks that are in the soul and what is written 
indicates what comes out in sound. ... The things that sound indicates first are 
the souls marks, and they are exactly the same for all, and the things of which the 
souls marks are likenesses are the ma‘dni, and they are also one for all?* Two 
conceptual vocabularies about language are meeting in translation, and in this 
tenth-century Baghdad moment a couple of interesting things have happened. 
The Greek token and sign (sumbolon and semeion, two nouns) have both become 
the Arabic process of indication (dāllun, an active participle). Deborah Black has 
observed that this process of indication connects all three parts of the language- 
mind-reality triad whereas al-Fārābī had restricted “indication” to the connection 
between language and mind. (And he followed Aristotle by connecting mind to 
reality with “likenesses.”)® 
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The second observation is that ma‘dni have made an appearance as objects 
in concrete reality (pragmata). What exactly are the pragmata? Recent scholar- 
ship has read Aristotle as using the word pragmata for bearers of truth or false- 
hood, certain states of affairs that are the objects of our cognitive and semiotic 
processes.** Wolfson has noted that in late antiquity pragmata was the word used 
to describe each of the three parts of the Christian Trinity,” thereby taking us 
back to ma'nà in Ibn Fürak, where it was a word used to negotiate both gap and 
overlap between human minds and the divine. When Aristotle gave examples in 
his Metaphysics for false objects, false pragmata, his examples were "the diagonal's 
being commensurable [always false, because not all diagonals are commensurable] 
or your being seated [sometimes false but sometimes true depending on whether 
you are in fact seated]? * It seems that for Aristotle the pragmata grounded cogni- 
tion in a realm of actual fact, whether conceptual or extramental. Further discus- 
sion of Aristotle is, however, beyond my scope here. To return to Arabic, we could 
speculate that Ishaq was thinking of Islamic theology, or the Christian Trinity, or 
even of a grounding for the relationship between mind and world when he trans- 
lated pragmata as ma'àni, but it would be guesswork. What we can say is that this 
is the translation that Ibn Sinà worked from. 

When Ibn Sinà read Aristotle in Ishaqs translation, it presented him with a 
ma'nā-shaped problem. His Aristotle told him that there were ma ānī, and that 
humans had likenesses of them as marks in their souls. His Arabic conceptual 
vocabulary, on the other hand, pushed him in the direction of seeing ma ānī as 
the mental contents in human souls. His solution was elegant: "What comes out in 
sound indicates what is in the soul and is called a mark. What is in the soul indi- 
cates things that are called mental contents or intentions of the soul. Just as marks 
in the soul, by way of analogy to the vocal forms, are also mental contents” Both 
Black and Heidrun Eichener have analyzed this solution to good effect, Black in 
the context of Ibn Sina and Ibn Rušds theories of intentionality** and Eichener in 
an excellent passage of analysis that compares the translations as I have done and 
notes correctly that what we are dealing with here is logic "zwischen Ontologie 
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und Epistemologie?5 Riccardo Strobino also notes that the same word for “marks” 
reappears, when Ibn Sinà deals with Aristotles Posterior Analytics, as: "The attri- 
butes (ātār) that are sought by demonstration to hold of the subject”** I would 
like to take a slightly different but complementary approach to explaining De 
Interpretatione in Ibn Sina. 

On Ibn Sīnās reading, the connection between the sounds of language and the 
human soul is a process through which impressions or marks are made on human 
souls. The connection between human souls and the world outside is a matter of 
mental contents. Ibn Sinà said that these mental contents that connect the mind to 
the world could also be called "intentions of the soul” and this fits with the prag- 
matic relationship established in the previous chapters between mental content 
and what we want to say, our intent, our expression of the content of our souls. (It 
also gives an alibi to the Latin translators and their intentio, albeit no translations 
of Ibn Sīnā on De Interpretatione are recorded as having been made.)* I will return 
to intent in what follows. The soul therefore contains intentions, and it contains 
mental contents that connect to the world outside (although, as we have seen, the 
connection to the world outside is not a necessary one). The remaining problem 
for Ibn Sina is that his account of cognition in the soul now has three components: 
intentions, mental contents, and marks. The compatibility of intentions and men- 
tal contents is not a problem in Arabic. But Aristotles marks have to be integrated, 
and Ibn Sinà does this characteristically with an analogy (or perhaps even a rough 
Barbara syllogism in which > stands for "connect to” 


marks in the soul » sound A>B 
sound (i.e., vocal forms) > mental contents in the soul B>C 
marks in the soul are mental contents in the soul A=C 


As he put it: "The marks in the soul are also, by way of analogy to the vocal 
forms, mental contents” The autochthonous Arabic pairing of “vocal form" and 
"mental content" had already been used by Ishàq to translate Aristotle (as noted 
by Eichner).* But here that Arabic pairing is doing a little more than providing 
a parallel; it is the framework on the Arabic side that actually enables Ibn Sina 
to translate Aristotles concepts into Arabic (in the second line of the syllogism 
above). The Arabic assumption about signification, when placed in the syllogistic 
structure of demonstrative logic, is able to do what Ibn Sinà wanted and effectively 
move one conceptual vocabulary into another. 
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Was this Ibn Sīnās own idea? It seems likely. We do not know for sure which 
commentaries on De Interpretatione were available to him. The famous Baghdadi 
bibliographer Ibn an-Nadīm (d. 990) tells us that copies of commentaries by 
Alexander of Aphrodisias (fl. 200), Galen (d. 200), Porphyry (d. 305), Iamblichus 
(d. 325), and Proclus (d. 485) were available in Arabic then,® but they are not avail- 
able to us now in Greek, Arabic, or Latin. Other works from that millennium 
between Aristotle and Ibn Sīnā that are available contain what could have been 
valuable resources, notably Stephanuss (fl. 6th-7th century) discussion of the rela- 
tionship between sounds and thoughts as an analogy,” and Boethius’s (d. ca. 524) 
long analysis, which states that the three fundamental components of speech are 
things, thoughts, and spoken sounds, and asks why Aristotle didn't simply call 
the "affections in the soul" thoughts. (Boethius suggests an affective relationship 
between the thing and the mind that bears some resemblance to the way ma'nà 
worked for Ibn Farak,” but we are in the realm of anachronistic guesswork just by 
bringing up such a resemblance; for while Boethius relied heavily on Porphyrys 
commentary on De Interpretatione," which may have been available to Ibn Sina, 
there was no direct transmission of the Latin work Boethius did into Arabic.)” 

For the commentary tradition, and that includes Ibn Sīnā, the opening of De 
Interpretatione was a moment to settle this question of words, things, and thoughts. 
It provided those working through the Organon in the traditional order with clar- 
ity after the equally traditional confusion about the subject matter of Categories, 
where Aristotles readers asked whether he was talking about categories of words 
or categories of things. This was a long debate, and this is not the place to review 
it. (See the brief discussion in Adamson and Key, a much more detailed review in 
Back, and the foundational article by Sabra.) Suffice it to say that Ibn Sina took a 
terse approach to the debate: Aristotle had not been thinking independently when 
he wrote the Categories; he had simply been imitating his predecessors.” Ibn Sina 
did not use Aristotles ten categories (substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, 
time, position, possession, action, being acted upon), but rather the five universals 
of Porphyry’s Eisagoge (genus, species, differentia, property, accident), and as for 
the question raised in the commentary tradition as to whether logic was about the 
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words or ideas, Ibn Sīnā was crystal clear: the logician needs vocal forms only to 
talk to his fellow logicians; he does not need them to do logic. If it were possible, 
it would be enough to learn logic from pure mental content. But it is not possible; 
our cognitive process of arranging mental contents is almost an internal linguistic 
whispering to ourselves with the imagined vocal forms of those mental contents, 
which means that the logician has to be aware of the patterns of vocal forms in 
order to be cognizant of the effect these patterns may have on mental content.’ 
Ibn Sina knew that logic was a cognitive process done with ma'àni, mental con- 
tents. The Arabic conceptual vocabulary of vocal form and mental content allowed 
him to be perfectly clear about the difference between language and thought, and 
how language has a carefully circumscribed role to play in logic. It is not words, 
or signs, or symbols that make their way into our cognitive processes; it is vocal 
forms that come in along with the mental contents. These are the vocal forms that 
we have previously used, or that we plan to use, to talk about our mental contents 
to our fellow logicians. They hang around in our minds, and the fact that when 
they are used in language they necessarily have certain patterns means that they 
bring the echoes of those patterns into our heads, with the potential for confusion. 
(Wilfred Hodges has suggested a formal account of this process.) It is here that 
logic, the science of mental contents, comes in. Ibn Sinà wants us to follow him 
through the logical chapters of aš-Šifā', avoid being confused by the vocal forms 
of language, and then be equipped to proceed logically from the mental content 
we have in our possession to new mental content that is currently unknown to us. 


The Lexicon 


Gutas writes that Ibn Sinà lived his philosophy: "His desire to communicate it 
beyond what his personal circumstances required, as an intellectual in the public 
eye, is manifest in the various compositional styles and different registers of lan- 
guage that he used?" It should therefore come as no surprise that while Ibn Sina 
clearly privileges logic as the epistemological discipline and talks with unprece- 
dented clarity about how this makes cognition central, he nevertheless deals at 
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length with the lexicon, accurate lexical accounts, and the processes by which 
meaning can change. 

The linguistic discussions that we find in Ibn Sīnās logic do not focus on the fram- 
ing and syntactic ordering of words, which is what one might have expected when 
reading his statement that patterns of vocal forms should be considered for their 
impact on the patterns of mental content. Instead, reading Ibn Sinà with a focus on 
ma'àni leads us to moments when he talks about words themselves in the singular, 
and how their lexical histories affect the conceptions drawn from them. Ibn Sinà is in 
exactly the same place as ar-Ragib when it comes to the lexicon. Their rhetoric is very 
different, as indeed are the disciplinary conversations in which they were engaged. 
Ibn Sinà was an Aristotelian philosopher, and ar-Rāģib an interesting combination 
of Hadith Folk, rationalist theology, and mysticism— three identities that would all 
have been anathema to Ibn Sina. They do, of course, share a certain metaphysical 
discourse describing God as necessarily existent (see Key, and Wisnovsky),? and 
they also share an ethical heritage in Aristotelian and Neoplatonic thought about the 
good life. But what I am concerned with here is a connection, which Ibn Fürak also 
shares, that cuts across these disciplinary identities and boundaries. It is a connec- 
tion to the Arabic language. We have seen how for ar-Rāģib this meant a valorization 
of the lexicographers. What did it mean for Ibn Sina? 

In his discussion of De Interpretatione, Ibn Sina engaged with the origin of 
language, the question posed by Platos Cratylus (although of course “no dialogue 
of Plato is known to have been fully translated into Arabic"). This is the same 
engagement that we have already encountered with ar-Rāģib, but Ibn Sina took 
a quite different tone. Whether or not language comes to us from God or from 
convention, he wrote, it still has to come from someone; there has to be precedent. 
And the connections are arbitrary: whether divinely or humanly instituted ("Have 
it as you wish!" he exclaims on that one), it is possible that the lexical placement 
could have been different.* Convention and the acceptance of precedent by lan- 
guage users (here Ibn Sīnā is in agreement with ar-Rāģib) was necessary to main- 
tain a language once it had been created.* For Ibn Sina, however, that precedent 
was not primarily maintained by the lexicographers, as was the case with ar-Rāģib. 
Instead, a vocal form indicated, because once a human imagination hears a name, 
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a mental content is impressed in that humans soul, which is then able to maintain 
the connection. The maintenance of the lexicon is individual and universal, not 
sociopolitical as it was for ar-Rāģib. Ibn Sinà does mention the lexicographers in 
this section, but their work is accidental to logic.** 

The question of which vocal form referred to which mental content was impor- 
tant for Ibn Sinà only when it came to the technical terminology of the disciplines 
with which he was concerned. For example, Ibn Sinà was concerned that other 
logicians used the vocal form muqawwim ("constituting") as a synonym for dātī 
(“essential” or "per se”; see Strobino).5 This interfered with his own account of 
logical terminology, in which muqawwim applied only to a subset of dātī. What 
is important for our purposes here is to notice the moment when Ibn Sīnā starts 
to argue on the basis of the lexicon and linguistic precedent: “They have come 
with a synonym diverted away from its primary usage, a synonym that fails to 
indicate the mental content to which ‘essential’ has been transferred”** Ibn Sina, 
just like the lexicographers, used a conceptual vocabulary in which vocal forms 
indicate mental contents according to precedent. And just like lexicographers such 
as ar-Rāģib, who were policing language usage in theology, Ibn Sīnā was aware that 
the lexicon was a moving target. The closing phrase of the sentence quoted above, 
"the mental content to which ‘essential’ has been transferred, is a recognition of 
that fact. A few pages earlier Ibn Sinà had noted that his preferred account of the 
meaning of "essential" (the word he thought people should be using) was in fact 
itself a deviation. The vocal forms original lexical placement had been for posses- 
sion, and it was the convention of the logicians, of which Ibn Sinà approved, that 
had caused it to deviate to from "possession" to "essential? Linguistic precedent 
was a lexically authorized dynamic process through which word meanings could 
change. 
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Ibn Sīnā was also concerned with misconceptions about the correct form by 
which a statement can indicate what-it-is-ness. (For example, one can't just com- 
bine the most general mental content with anything more specific and thereby say 
"a speaking substance" to indicate the what-it-is-ness of the human.)** Ibn Sīnās 
statement to indicate what-it-is-ness had to "include the complete accurate lexical 
account,' which meant that ^a transfer ofthe vocal form in question from its place in 
thelexicon to a secondary placement is not needed" Ibn Sinà said he would explain 
later how his preferred solution “maintains the original lexical placement.” He did 
not deny the possibility that the logicians he was disagreeing with on this issue were 
using words differently, but he was prepared to state that they were not using words 
"according to their original lexical placement, nor according to a transfer for which 
there is textual evidence from specialist usage?” When logicians used language to 
talk to each other, as they were inevitably required to do, they had to engage with 
lexical placement and precedent just like the lexicographers and theologians. 

This process was understood as not unique to Arabic. Ibn Sinà introduced his 
discussion of genus in the Eisagoge with the remark that in Greek, the technical 
term "genus" was the result of a process of lexical change. The vocal form, in its 
prior lexical placement, had simply indicated the mental content ofa shared char- 
acteristic such as familial descent or geographical origin." The Greek logicians 
had then, needing a vocal form for the mental content "a single intellected thing 
with a relationship to multiple instances that share in it,” transferred a name from 
its prior lexical placement and given it the new logical description “what is said 
of many different species in answer to the question, "What is it?'"*? Porphyry used 
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the Greek word sēmainomenon (“sense; “meaning,” noted by Jonathan Barnes), 
and his translator into Arabic, Abū Utmān Sa īd ad-Dimašgī (d. after 914), used 
gihah (“aspect”). But Ibn Sina used the Arabic core conceptual vocabulary of 
lexical placement, mental content, and transfer. This must have been a conscious 
choice; the philhellenic Arabic vocabulary used by ad-Dimašgī was available, but 
Ibn Sinà chose to use the same words as his contemporaries working in theology 
and lexicography. (Al-Fārābīs précis of this same passage had made no mention of 
mental contents or the lexicon.)?' Ibn Sina clearly felt that the Arabic conceptual 
vocabulary he was using was compatible with his logical and Aristotelian project: 
vocal forms connected to mental contents by lexical placement and intent—this 
was a stable and useful conceptual vocabulary with which to rethink Aristotelian 
logic. 

In his composite philosophical work an-Naģāh (The Salvation), Ibn Sina pro- 
vided a short overview of the term dati (“essential” or “per se” as discussed above) 
in which the Arabic conceptual vocabulary of mental content was at the center of 
the logical process. He dismissed a series of options for understanding "essential" 
as insufficient, and he located the action in mental content. It was "not enough to 
say that the mental content of ‘essential’ is that it cannot be separated from the thing 
in question.” It was rather the case that “the essential is what if its mental content is 
understood... and if the mental content of what it is essential to is understood. .., 
then the essence of the thing described cannot be understood without a prior 
understanding of the essential mental content in question? One cannot therefore 
understand “human” without already having understood "animal"; the mental 
content of animal is essential to the mental content of human.” “Understanding 
mental contents" was what mattered, just as al-Gahiz had claimed in a very differ- 
ent kind of Aristotelian book (Miller)? almost two hundred years earlier. What 
Ibn Sina has done here is use the conceptual space of ma‘nd to structure logical 
processes. His Aristotelian logical project did require new conceptual vocabulary 
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above and beyond vocal form and mental content, but the only way to explain that 
new vocabulary was with, of course, vocal form and mental content. Just as Ibn 
Fūrak used mental content to structure the interaction between human language 
and divine reality with a series of conceptual pigeonholes, so Ibn Sīnā used mental 
content to explain how a conception of something can be logically essential: there 
is a mental content of "animal" without which there cannot be a logically func- 
tional mental content of “human?” 

If understanding mental content was therefore what mattered, how could one 
know, with the sort of certainty for which Ibn Sina was looking, what people 
actually meant when they made logical statements? How can one account for 
potential ambiguity? As we have seen, Ibn Sina did not choose to have recourse 
to a sociopolitically charged lexicographical class of scholars like ar-Ragib or a 
theological doctrine and school like Ibn Fūrak. Ibn Sina had himself written a 
dictionary, and could have considered himself a lexicographer like ar-Ragib, but 
his philhellenic, philosophical, and logical commitments appear to have pre- 
vented him from locating truth in the books his contemporaries were iteratively 
curating. Instead Ibn Sina, just like twentieth-century Anglophone philosophers 
of language, turned to an account of what people meant that relied on intent, on 
pragmatics. 


Intent 


Pragmatics as Ibn Fūrak and ar-Ragib understood it would seem to have been 
anathema to Ibn Sina, whose empiricism and logic was on the face of it inherently 
opposed to the subjectivity produced by accounts of meaning that give control to 
the speaker. For Ibn Fūrak and ar-Rāģib, this was not necessarily a problem, for 
they had both an actively curated lexicon and a confessional account of right belief 
to give them the confidence that they could divine what speakers meant. David 
Vishanoff has shown in chapters 5 and 6 of his Formation how the potential of a 
model of “performative speech intuitively grasped” was progressively exploited by 
Sunni legal theorists to get a great deal of what they wanted from the divine text.” 
But with Ibn Sina we are dealing with Aristotelian philosophy. 

We have already encountered Ibn Sīnās aside, in his commentary on De 
Interpretatione, to the effect that the mental contents in the soul are also intentions. 
This word for “intentions; magāsid, was not present in the Arabic translation of 
Aristotle that Ibn Sina used, and we do not have access to other Arabic commen- 
taries that might help us identify a precedent. All we do know is that, as Kwame 
Gyekye showed in a 1971 article,” the Latin tradition bundled up mental contents 
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(ma ānī), intelligibles (ma gūlāt), and intent (qasd) under the word intentio. 
Gyekye also confirms that Ibn Sīnās mental contents are conceptually identiftable 
with al-Fārābīs intelligibles (on which see Zimmermann)."' But neither Greek nor 
Latin provides us with a chronologically appropriate explanation for Ibn Sīnās 
eleventh-century statement that "they are called mental contents: i.e., intentions 
of the soul" I think that an Arabic assumption about pragmatics must be the 
source of this remark, because as we have already seen, mental content was often 
glossed as intent and vice versa in the earliest Arabic scholarly disciplines. This 
makes sense, because in the simple and elegant theory of meaning encapsulated 
in the Arabic core conceptual vocabulary, human beings had mental contents, and 
they intended to refer to them when they spoke with vocal forms. There was no 
separate ontological or epistemological category that could be "intent-separate- 
from-mental-content? There were just mental contents, vocal forms, and a process 
of intent that enabled the latter to indicate the former. 

Ibn Sinà used this conceptual vocabulary. For example, when he laid out the 
difference between simple and compound vocal forms in his Eisagoge, he did so 
by determining whether or not a vocal form could be divided into smaller com- 
ponent vocal forms each of which indicated an "intended mental content? He 
then went on to identify the problem with the subjectivity of pragmatics that 
was always raised in Islamic exegesis and law (the question "How do you know 
what they mean?”). Ibn Sīnās discussion of this problem took place in dialogue 
with logically inclined grammarians. It was a debate that had started almost a 
century earlier with the grammarian az-Zaģģāģī. He had written that "others" 
had supplemented the logicians' standard definition of the simple noun (sound 
indicating mental content without time, a definition also adopted by some 
grammarians) with the phrase "and its parts do not indicate any of its mental 
content?" Ibn Sina identified the same development, albeit with slightly dif- 
ferent contours: the teaching of the ancients described the noun as that whose 
parts did not indicate anything, but then scholars "considered that insufficient 
and made the necessary supplementation to the effect that the noun was that 
whose parts did not indicate anything apart from the mental content of the 
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whole.” It seems clear that Ibn Sina and az-Zaģģāģī are referring to the same 
conversation. However, Ibn Sīnā then went on to say that this supplementation 
was a mistake, and was really only an explanation rather than a step necessary 
to complete the description. Why? 

This is where intent makes its appearance: "Because the vocal form does not 
indicate by itself at all. Were that to be the case, then each vocal form would have 
a right portion of mental content from which it could not deviate. But this is not 
the case. The vocal form indicates only with the intent of the one who speaks it” A 
more thoroughgoing statement of pragmatics (and a clearer refutation of reference 
as the basis for theories of language signification) can scarcely be imagined! In 
Mantiq al-Masriqiyin, Ibn Sina used the example of the Arabic compound proper 
name (‘Abd Sams, “Slave of the Sun,” the name of a famous pre-Islamic ancestor 
ofthe prophet) to illustrate how intent could determine whether such a compound 
vocal form referred to just a specific person or to that person's worship of the sun.'* 
Back in his Eisagoge, Ibn Sina went on to give the example of a person using a word 
like ‘ayn to mean “water source” in one speech act and “coin” in another speech 
act. An English equivalent is “bank” (of a river) or “bank” (where one keeps ones 
money). Vocal forms have no mental content in and of themselves. A speaker 
can even intend no reference whatsoever, in which case no reference is to be found 
(the vocal form ‘ayn could be meaningless if all the speaker meant was “”).1°° This 
statement of pragmatics then allows Ibn Sīnā to close the discussion of the simple 
and compound noun: a composite vocal form may have the potential to indicate 
its composite parts or its whole, but the only factor that matters in actual usage is 
the intent of the speaker.” 

Ibn Sina, who is here in this book about ma nā to represent the discipline of 
Aristotelian logic, had a philosophy of language that permitted language users to 
intend everything, or nothing, by their speech acts. The gaping maw of linguis- 
tic relativism would appear to be opening up again, and in a most unexpected 


105. pašai sè ule Mlle Das Y udi um Gl io JI BUM ay oe en ps Syr ell, 
u^ ot suh ule ibd Das ull Gl ag sl of Ces al LĪ) ei Me d Jal oe Gs 
SI. Ibn Sīnā (1952c, 25.9—12). 

106. oa Y Sb garai gum ct ht pati ue a DX ol yt] ob pat Le Uy De 
oll e 48 dU, ol alg eu. Ibn sina (sio: 32.4-7). Í 

107. Lai) fp ejg Y gall m Bd JS OÍ s Y Jy etl Jy Y aniy Balli DÍ ais, 
dālla, pi Yo AUS O ll p ge le S Game le Vio allo, BUI OF LS BUI 50,6 J 
adYo EUS o slew PEE A gs ge Yl. Ibn Sina (1952c, 25.15-18). 

108. jl x gh SYS oe Bb) è Seal IBI HiS ;. Ibn Sina (1952c, 25.18-19). 

109. LAAN BLAYI os cem idt VI Cell Jet ion pā cem sigh gle Vis Hall oye OS 9 
4 Ns PWI bah] Xs a bel. Ibn Sina (1952c, 26.5-6). 


176 LOGIC 


place. But this is not the case. The reason that Ibn Sīnā is devoting so much of 
his Eisagoge to pragmatics is that he needs to identify the issues that come with 
vocal forms in order to focus on what really matters: mental contents. Logic, as 
he has already told us, is about mental content and not about vocal form. It is a 
matter of thought, not a matter of language. Ibn Sīnā was the first to really exploit 
the potential of the preexisting Arabic pairing of vocal form and mental content 
to be clear about what logic was and the extent to which language mattered for 
its pursuit. The guestions of linguistic ambiguity that scholars like ar-Rāģib and 
Ibn Fürak exploited in confessional hermeneutics were accurate reflections of how 
communication between human beings actually functioned, and Ibn Sinà was not 
concerned to deny that reality. He knew that people had to guess what people 
meant. He also knew that logicians had no option but to use those ambiguous 
frameworks to talk to each other about logic. But what he was trying to establish 
in his work was an account, written in a consistent technical terminology, of how 
thought could be logically productive. 


IBN SĪNĀS MENTAL CONTENTS IN ACTION 


We have seen in this chapter that Ibn Sinà used an Arabic core conceptual vocabu- 
lary to explain the workings of logic and language with influential clarity. I will 
now proceed to work through four topics at the heart of the nexus of language, 
mind, and reality in his philosophy. Two of them would become important for 
Latin philosophy in Europe (pros hen and prima et secunda positio). The third, 
"Attributes" (sifāt), represents Ibn Sīnās engagement with Islamic theology, and 
the fourth, "Logical Assent" (tasdiq), was the fundamental and most basic move of 
his logic. In all these cases, Ibn Sina used ma'nā to do great deal of work. 


Being Is Said in Many Ways and pros hen 


Thought needs to be logically productive in disciplines other than just logic itself, 
and Ibn Sinà was very clear that metaphysics was one such discipline. Metaphysics 
was separate from logic, but it was part of the philosophical project that Ibn Sina 
identified in the Aristotelian tradition and then sought to bring to a completion 
that he thought the tradition had been unable to achieve. This book is not the 
place for an overview of that project. (For that, see Gutas in brief and McGinnis 
at length.)"? It was a rational philosophical project with a unified methodology, 
and this book is not the place to take on a description of the methodology either 
(The essays in Adamson are a good place to start.) What I would like to do is 
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take Ibn Sīnās insights about language and mental content and apply them to one 
of the most famous considerations of ambiguity: pros hen. The issue here is how, 
in light of the clear distinction he made between vocal form and mental content, 
between thinking about language and about thinking about thinking, Ibn Sīnā 
read Aristotles statement that "being is said in many ways? 

At the beginning of Book Four (Gamma) of his Metaphysics, Aristotle wrote 
that “there are many senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be’ but all that ‘is’ is 
related to one central point, one definite kind of thing, and is not said to ‘be’ by a 
mere ambiguity.’ There is some central principle (the Greek word is arché)™ that 
connects the different ways the word "being" is used, just as there is some prin- 
ciple that connects "healthy" when it is said of different things that may preserve 
health (“a healthy exercise regime"), or produce health (“a healthy juice drink”), or 
mark health (“healthy blood results”), or be receptive of the quality of health (“the 
healthy child”)."* These usages all go “toward one" (pros hen) principle. The Greek 
commentary tradition, dealing with echoes of the Platonic Forms that could no 
longer be heard by the time philosophy moved into Arabic, had ultimately taken 
this passage to be part of an Aristotelian account of the different ways in which 
language could refer to reality (Proclus, d. 485, and then Porphyry; see Alexander 
Treiger and Richard Sorabji).'^ The only Arabic translation we have extant is by 
Ustat,"° undertaken in the ninth century for al-Kindī and preserved as the text 
on which Ibn Rušd based his commentary. When it came to other books of the 
Metaphysics, Ibn Sīnā had access to a later version by Ishāg, but we cannot be sure 
he had read anyone other than Ustat when he was dealing with "being is said in 
many ways.” Ustat told Ibn Sina that Aristotle said existence was not a matter of 
linguistic homonymy but was rather a matter of different things being related to 
a single first.” The epistemological status of this first principle was not in doubt: 
"The accurate account of all things is the knowledge of the thing that comes first, 
to which all the other things relate, and because of which they are named” Ustāt 
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translated the Greek word kurios (“decisive, authoritative, most important, prin- 
cipal”: Liddell and Scott) that Aristotle had used to describe this knowledge with 
the central guasi-linguistic honorific for accuracy with which we have become 
familiar: haqiqah. 

On the one hand, what we have here is an epistemological framework of prin- 
ciples and instances, central ideas and related connections, roots and branches, 
that has echoes in ar-Rāģibs and Ibn Faris valorizations of the root principle in 
lexicography and the origins of language. Real accurate knowledge is always of a 
central principle from which one can produce further knowledge. And whereas 
in the Greek tradition such a framework would tend to engage commentators in 
a discussion of whether such principles should be connected to Platonic Forms, 
in an Arabic intellectual environment the root principle of language use was par- 
adigmatically lexicographical. So when it came to Aristotles statement that the 
epistemological principle behind “being” and “healthy” was not a homonym, 
Ustāt translated this exclusion of Aristotelian homonymy (ouch homonumos) as 
an exclusion of any species of Arabic homonymy (lā... naw'i -stiraki l-ism).** 
Aristotelian homonymy was an account of the relationships between things in the 
outside world, established in Categories with the example of how a man and a 
picture of a man are both "animal," whereas Arabic homonymy was linguistic 
and lexical, such as we find with “bank” and “bank” in English (or ‘ayn and ‘ayn 
in Arabic). Aristotle had been trying to explain how “being” was an appropriate 
subject matter for his Metaphysics, hence the need to exclude what he thought 
was an unscientific type of connection such as that exemplified by "animal" in 
"picture of an animal" and *man is an animal? (He made exactly the same exclu- 
sion when trying to establish "the good" as the subject matter of his Nichomachean 
Ethics, a connection recognized by the Greek tradition.)** But the homonymy that 
the pre-Avicennian Arabic Aristotelians wanted to exclude was the homonymy 
of the lexicographers. (A century later, Ibn Rušd would carefully exclude both the 
homonymy of ‘ayn and the homonymy of “man” and "animal?)'* 

What did Ibn Sīnā do with this complex of alternatives? What conceptual 
vocabulary did he choose to establish? It should be noted at the outset that I have 
benefited from Alexander Treiger's discussion of these same passages in an arti- 
cle in which he argues persuasively for a transcendental motivation in Ibn Sīnās 
account of existence.^^ In what follows I take a quite different approach from 
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Treiger, but as with Eichner’s work I hope the result is complementary. Rather 
than ultimately focusing on high, as Treiger does with the One and necessary of 
existence, I restrict myself to looking at the most basic components of Ibn Sīnās 
conceptual vocabulary, the building blocks of cognition and the question of their 
relationship to language. This does not necessarily tell us much about philosophy, 
but it should tell us something about ma nā. 

In his discussions of Aristotles Metaphysics and Categories, Ibn Sina used ma‘na 
to talk about the complex of alternatives presented by Aristotles epistemologi- 
cal framework for words such as “being” and the commentaries thereupon. The 
first chapter of Aristotles Categories gives three ways that things can be connected 
through their names (homonymous, synonymous, and paronymous, rendered 
in Arabic as muttafiqah, mutawāti ah, and muštaggah, respectively). Ibn Sina 
described how synonymy was when the "statement about the substance" is the 
same, so “animal” is predicated as a synonym of both “man” and “horse.” A man is 
not more animal than a horse. He glossed "statement about the substance" as "the 
distinguishing vocal form that indicates the mental content of the substance? This 
gloss (introduced with ay, meaning "i.e”) marks his movement from one concep- 
tual vocabulary to another, from the Greek-into-Arabic translation of Ishāg to his 
own Arabic framework of vocal form and mental content.” He makes the same 
move on the next line: "if the formal definition is one from every aspect—i.e. one 
in mental content” With the equation between the two conceptual vocabularies 
established, he then divided homonymy into three: "either [1] the mental content 
in the different things is one in itself despite being different in some other way; or 
[2] the mental content is not one, but there is a certain similarity between the two 
things; or [3] the mental content is not one, and there is no similarity between the 
two things" 

Ibn Sīnās first example for [1] was Aristotles pros hen “being” The mental con- 
tent in itself is the same (“being” is a stable category), but the form it takes is 
different in different things, some of which may be prior to others (a substance 
is prior in existence to its accidents)."* The Peripatetics and the Stoics were all 
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philosophers, but the work of the former was “more philosophical" than that of 
thelatter.*» Mental content is a key component in this epistemology: it is the stable 
form that “being” takes in the mind. While being is spoken of in many ways, and 
while extramental things exist in different ways, "being" stays the same in itself as 
a mental content, as does “philosophy”: both are stable pigeonholes. Ibn Sina then 
introduces a new category of *modulated existence” which divides Aristotles pros 
hen ambiguity into two." This division (also identified by Kalbarczyk in an earlier 
commentary by Ibn Sinà on Categories) is persuasively explained by Treiger as 
being motivated by Ibn Sīnās desire to reserve a category of “being” that would 
apply only to God and maintain his unity." 

For group [2], things that Aristotle had called homonymous but did not share 
a common account, and may be in completely unrelated things, Ibn Sina held that 
they could still share a name if there was a mental-content resemblance. He used 
Aristotles example of “animal” predicated of both a horse and a picture ofa horse. 
What it is that connects the picture of the horse with a horse? Ibn Sīnās answer 
is enabled, I think, by Arabic accounts of poetics rather than by the Aristotelian 
tradition. He says that the name "animal" has two original lexical placements in 
this case, one prior and one subsequent, to which it has been transferred. The 
process of transfer from an original lexical placement is, of course, something 
we are familiar with from chapter 4 above, on the lexicon. No such structures were 
available to Ibn Sina from commentators such as Simplicius,5* whom we know Ibn 
Sina had read from what are almost verbatim quotations a couple of pages later. 
Ibn Sinà is in conversation with Arabic poetics here. He talked about the way the 
constellations of Canis Major and Canis Minor and a living animal are all called 
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"dog, but while the connection in the latter case is lexically accurate, the connec- 
tion in the former is "borrowed" (the technical term for the Arabic metaphor to 
which we will return in the next chapter).** Like Ibn Rušd, Ibn Sina also carefully 
delineated this kind of homonymy from the complete lexical homonymy of “bank” 
and "bank? He then paused to talk about lexical homonymy and say that he had 
no time for the claim that such homonyms exist because of infinite things and 
a finite number of words to describe them, a claim that ar-Rāģib had explicitly 
maintained.** From Ibn Sīnās logical perspective, the theory of reference assumed 
in ar-Rāģib's claim was nonsensical. What determined names for Ibn Sina was the 
intent of the namers,'? not any purported lack of availability of words or limit on 
the number of possible combinations of letters. And while naming was a process 
of lexical expansion through metaphorical deviations from the accurate lexical 
placement, an account with which we are familiar from ar-Rāģib, Ibn Sīnā gave 
no curation role to a community of lexicographers. Instead he was content with 
chance and the possibility that different people in different places, or the same 
person at different times, may just use different deviations.'^ 

Ibn Sinà had an account of language that was keyed into the same Arabic lexi- 
cal conversation as ar-Ragibs. The most salient difference between the two was 
the weight ar-Rāģib gave to the lexicographical community. Just like ar-Rāģib, Ibn 
Sinà used the pairing of vocal form and mental content to deal with some of the 
most important problems in his philosophy. When Ibn Sinà came to Metaphysics, 
the same discussion of how being can be said in many ways, which Aristotle had 
tried to resolve with a pros hen relationship to a central principle, was for him a 
matter of mental contents and reference: "We say that ‘existence’ and ‘thing’ and 
‘necessary’ have their mental contents impressed on the soul first, an impression 
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that is not in need of any better known things to bring it about” These are the 
central concepts of Ibn Sīnās Metaphysics, analyzed accurately in the secondary 
scholarship as “intentional objects” and “primary, indefinable concepts? (I am 
quoting Robert Wisnovskys discussion of “thing” with regard to Ibn Sīnās what- 
it-is-ness and existence.)'? They are mental contents. They are also the central con- 
cepts of Ibn Sīnās logic. What is a universal? A mental content is universal when 
actually predicated of many (such as “is human"), or when possibly predicated of 
many although they may not exist (such as "is a heptagonal house"), or when it can 
be conceived of as predicated of many although a reason or cause may intervene 
(such as “is the sun,” because there is only one sun). 

Mental content is the stuff of cognition, and if you are an Aristotelian philoso- 
pher like Ibn Sina, the Arabic conceptual vocabulary of mental content and vocal 
form provides you with a stable framework to talk about the relationship of lan- 
guage to logic, the nature of being itself, and to actually do logic, as we will see 
in the remainder of this chapter. The question that will take us into chapter 7 on 
al-Gurģānī is: What if your aim was not a complete science of everything and the 
unfulfilled promise of Aristotles project? What if you really cared about words? 
What if the subject matter that concerned you most was poetry? What if the ques- 
tion that drove you was not "What is it?” but rather "Why does it sound so good?” 


Attributes (sifat) 
The answers to that question, “Why does it sound so good?” will in al-Gurģānī be 
in part theological: “Why does God's word sound so good?” Here in the chapter on 
Ibn Sīnā, Treiger has opened the door to a consideration of theological motivation 
for Ibn Sīnās epistemological categories, although Ibn Sīnās Necessarily Existent 
One was as different from al-Gurgani’s God as Aristotles Prime Mover was from 
Zeus. In this short discussion of Ibn Sīnās position on attributes I do not want to 
make the claim that Ibn Sina was doing theology in the same way as Ibn Fürak, 
ar-Rāģib, or indeed al-Gur£àni did Islamic theology. What Ibn Sina shows us 
is that in his eleventh-century context there was a long-established theological 
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debate with a stable vocabulary for God's attributes, of which Ibn Sina must have 
been aware (however antithetical it may have been to his philhellenic philosophi- 
cal project). It was an Arabic conceptual vocabulary with a weight of scholarly 
precedent behind it. Now Ibn Sinà had already, as we have seen, used the existing 
Arabic conceptual vocabulary of poetics in order to talk about the relationships 
of vocal forms to mental contents. When he used the vocabulary of poetics, he 
endorsed the theories of mental content that it carried with it, including the theo- 
retical accounts of metaphor based on transfer, borrowing, and resemblance. But 
when he used the vocabulary of Islamic theology in his discussion of attributes, 
he did not endorse the theological assumptions in play. What, then, was he doing? 
One answer is that the Islamic theological vocabulary of divine attributes was 
the inevitable basis for any discussion, even in logic, of what an attribute was. 
Moreover, unlike al-Fārābī, Ibn Sinà was committed to using available Arabic 
words and avoiding the construction of neologisms. Another answer is that this 
was a moment when Ibn Sinà contested the intellectual dominance of Islamic the- 
ology by a passive-aggressive (or ironic) use of theology's own vocabulary to do 
something different and philhellenic. If we follow the ironic interpretation, then 
an implication could be drawn as to the likely readership of Ibn Sīnās logical work. 
Why write an ironic engagement with theology into logic if the only readers are 
ones fellow Aristotelians? If this implication is correct, then Ibn Sinà wanted his 
logic to be read by scholars like al-Gur£àni (Islamic theology and Arabic poet- 
ics) as much as he wanted to be read by scholars such as al-Hasan Ibn Suwār 
(Christianity, philhellenic philosophy, medicine). He included Islamic theology, 
alongside medicine, ethics, and more in his review of the foundational subjects of 
scholarly disciplines. (The starting point of theology was either obedience to divine 
law or the divine status of that law.)5 Scholarship has already demonstrated the 
connections between Islamic theology before Ibn Sīnā and Ibn Sīnās own work 
(Wisnovsky on Ibn Sīnās Metaphysics), in addition to the impact that Ibn Sina 
had on theological discussions of atomism in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
(Dhanani).^ What I am doing here is suggesting two further connections: first, that 
Ibn Sinà brought parts of Arabic poetics and theology into his logic, and second, 
that scholars after Ibn Sina such as al-Gurģānī used Ibn Sīnās logic to do poetics. 
With this framing established, let us turn again to Ibn Sīnās Eisagoge. He had 
been discussing the difference between what-it-is-ness and accident as it stood 
in the Aristotelianism of his eleventh century, some three hundred years after 
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discussions of Porphyry’s Eisagoge had begun in Arabic with Ibn al-Mugaffa' 
(d. 756). Ibn Sinà started by dealing with the two types of accident identified by 
Porphyry: separable accidents such as "sleep" (and redness when embarrassed for 
Ibn al-Mugaffa') and inseparable accidents such as “black” when used of ravens.*** 
He then used the framework of mental and extramental existence to identify a 
third sphere in which, for example, a triangle necessarily had to have three angles 
that added up to 180 degrees. This fact about triangles, "triangleness; was not 
dependent on either existence in the mind or existence in the world: it was the 
what-it-is-ness of the triangle. The constituents of this what-it-is-ness (the fact of 
the three angles adding up to 180?) did not have to always be actually thought of 
when triangles were thought of, but whenever the what-it-is-ness of a triangle was 
thought of, these constituents were necessarily there too." “Tf this is the case” says 
Ibn Sīnā, "then the attributes that we call essential for reasoned mental contents 
must necessarily be reasoned of a thing in this way; the what-it-is-ness of a thing 
cannot be conceived in the mind without their prior conception”? 

This doctrine of what-it-is-ness would be influential for the subsequent millen- 
nium of both Arabic and European-language philosophy. (See, for example, state- 
ments by Wisnovsky and Klima.)^' But I am interested in the move Ibn Sina made 
at the end of this discussion to talk about essential attributes, almost as if such a 
discussion was the justification for his analysis of what-it-is-ness. I am not claim- 
ing that this is the case; attributes (sifat) rarely appear as a category in Ibn Sīnās 
Eisagoge. But they do appear here, and the lesson that a theologian such as Ibn 
Fürak might take would be that God can be thought of without necessarily think- 
ing of his essential attributes (such as “speech” and “knowledge” for Ibn Fürak) 
but that when the essence of God is thought of, then both speech and knowledge 
are necessarily constituents of that essence. It is as if Ibn Sina, having read Islamic 
theology in his youth,’” was motivated to show his readers that his philhellenic 
logic, despite its programmatic and disciplinary separation from such theology 
(and despite the distinction philhellenic philosophy made between what-it-is-ness 
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and essence), could still solve theological problems. Future generations would 
exploit this potential. 

The other major discussion of attributes in the logical sections of Ibn Sīnās as- 
Šifā' comes in his discussion of the “fourfold classification of ‘things there are” in 
Categories, where Aristotle makes a distinction between things either in, or said 
of, the subject of a logical proposition.”* I have not found in Porphyry, Simplicius, 
or the Arabic school notes, any indication that may frame the five-part scheme for 
the interaction of essence and attribute with which Ibn Sina replaces Aristotle’s 
four categories.’ Ibn Sina wrote that the attributes of things either: (1) are a men- 
tal content that settles in the essence but is external and attaches as a necessary 
concomitant or accident (“man is white, “man is laughing” Aristotles "in but not 
said of”); or (2) settle in the essence and are not external but actually a part of 
the essence (“man is an animal” Aristotles "said of but not in”); or (3) settle in 
the essence but are there to establish the essence while not being part of it (the 
relationship of form to substance); or (4) settle in the essence and are not attached 
externally but actually a part of the essence ("the animal is a body"); or (5) settle 
in the essence and attach to the essence either necessarily or accidentally (“mat- 
ter occupies space" or “matter is white").5* The disconnect between Ibn Sina and 
Aristotle (and between Ibn Sinà and the commentary tradition) is symptomatic of 
the way he addressed the complex of problems around Categories with no concern 
for hermeneutical precedent. It may be an amusing exercise to slot Ibn Fürak's con- 
cern for Gods attributes into this scheme, and it is faintly conceivable that Ibn Sina 
had such epistemological assistance for theologians in mind (perhaps Ibn Furak 
would put God’s knowledge into [5] and God’s mercy into [1]?). It is worth noting 
that the word ma‘nd appears only once in the scheme, and it does so as a word for 
an accidental quality in (1), just the same usage with which we became familiar 
in Islamic theology. The conceptual vocabulary in this passage is not particularly 
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typical of Ibn Sīnā, and indeed he noted that he was using "subject” here in a spe- 
cific technical way.*7 It is tempting to think that he took Aristotle’s logical subject 
and used it to show Islamic theologians the sort of philhellenic resources that were 
available to them. But this is guesswork. 


Logical Assent (tasdiq) 


Let us now put the amusement of imagining theological uses for Avicennian logic 
to one side and turn to Avicennian logic itself. The question is: What did ma nā do 
here? In this section I will be presenting a basic account of logical categories and 
the syllogism with a focus on the conceptual vocabulary of mental content. This is 
an argument about what logic looks like from the outside, an argument designed 
to set up chapter 7, on al-Gurģānī, who I will argue looked at logic from the out- 
side (as I do!) and used its conceptual vocabulary to good effect in poetics. (For 
more detailed analysis of Arabic logic qua logic, readers should turn to a recent 
florescence in that field and to the work of Tony Street, Asad Q. Ahmed, Khaled 
El-Rouayheb, and others.) 

We have already established that the initial cognitive step for Ibn Sinà was the 
process of conception, in which a particular mental content is established in the 
mind. This mental content can have a name in language (for example, “human” 
that enables it to be spoken about. But as a single mental content, not predicated of 
anything else, it cannot be true or false, and the question of truth and falsity is the 
concern of logic. Ibn Sinà is here thinking of mental contents as language-facing, 
and one example of conceived mental content that cannot be true or false is the 
imperative speech act “Do that!” You cannot take someones order, the expres- 
sion of their mental content, of their intent, and determine whether it is true or 
false. All that has happened is that mental content has been expressed. ^X" cannot 
be true or false when conceived on its own, but faced with the statement "X is Y? 
we must decide whether or not to assent to its truth. The logical process begins 
when your brain does something to the mental content that language has delivered 
to you: "If someone says to you, "Each instance of the color white is an accident; 
then you do not just attain the mental content of that statement; rather you judge 
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it to be true.” This judgment is called “assent” (tasdīg), and it comes after the 
initial cognitive language-facing process of conception (tasawwur). The discipline 
of logic moves from known to unknown through both conception and assent.” 

In this section Ibn Sina is clear that the language-facing mental content of ini- 
tial cognition can be both single and composite. So when you hear "Each instance 
of the color white is an accident,” your conceived mental content is of the form 
of the composition of the statement as well as of its individual components. Your 
subsequent assent concerns the correspondence (or lack thereof) in the relation- 
ship between that mental content and the actual things: Is each instance of the 
color white really an accident?” There is here no implication that the actual things 
have to be in the world outside as opposed to in the mind. At the start of the 
next section, on the subject matter of logic, Ibn Sīnā spelled out this distinction 
in terms of single and composite mental contents. The mind cannot do assent 
with single mental contents; they are insufficient because (for example) assent to 
their existence or nonexistence would (if the single mental content was all that 
was available to the mind) require their own cognitive existence or nonexistence. 
This would be impossible, because the cause of something (in this case the assent) 
cannot be a cause when it is possibly not there.’ What actually happens when you 
assent to the existence of something or to its nonexistence is that you add a related 
additional piece of mental content.’ 

This is the critical statement about mental content that provided al-Gurģānī 
with a conceptual vocabulary for poetics: language gives you a mental content, 
and your reason connects that mental content to other mental contents. What is 
more, the simple mental contents that make up composite mental contents have 
all kinds of extra issues that they bring along with them. Ibn Sīnās example is the 
house composed of wood, clay, and bricks, each of which has qualities of which 
the builder must be aware. (Is the wood hard and straight, or soft and bent?) But 
the logician is not like the builder. The logician is unconcerned with the individual 
mental contents qua mental contents, and equally unconcerned with the question 
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of whether and how they exist either in the mind or outside in the world. The logi- 
cian cares only about the mental contents insofar as they are predicates, subjects, 
universals, and particulars. Everything else, from extramental instances to linguis- 
tic references, is accidental to logic.'^ Just as we saw happen with Islamic theology 
in the preceding sections, when Ibn Sinà demarcated the discipline of Aristotelian 
logic he also managed, along the way, to provide conceptual vocabularies for the 
other intellectual pursuits of the eleventh century. Scholars of poetics are like the 
builder: they care about the implications that mental contents bring with them. 
The Classical Arabic poetic metaphor works only when each mental content is 
looked at from every possible angle. 


First and Second Position (prima et secunda positio) 


Thelogical process is one in which reason interacts with mental content. Syllogisms 
and logical definitions are composed of “reasoned mental content in defined 
compositions.” The labels for the parts of defined compositions such as the syl- 
logism, or the logical definition, are themselves mental contents, but they are in 
second position. They are the subject matter of logic: the subject, the predicate, the 
universal, the particular, and so on. Logic uses a particular set of mental contents 
that do not exist in the world outside (there are no extramental real-life predicates) 
to structure all other mental content. Ibn Sīnās description of these two types of 
mental content in his Metaphysics would prove influential in Latin Europe: “The 
subject matter of logic is the secondary reasoned mental contents, which depend 
on the primary mental contents? The argument is the same as he made in the 
Eisagoge quoted above, but the two types of mental content identified there are 
now in his Metaphysics given the names “primary” and “secondary.” The Kneales 
call this passage "the origin of that discussion of first and second intentions which 
continued until the end of medieval logic.” Latin Europes concern had its roots 
(Sorabji pace the Kneales) in the "Neoplatonic theory of the two-stage imposition 
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of names.” Ibn Sina would have picked up this vocabulary, most probably, from 
Simplicius. But Simplicius was talking about the difference between Aristotle’s 
Categories and De Interpretatione, and specifically about the grammatical catego- 
ries of “noun” and “verb” therein." 

The problem in Arabic was that here a discussion of grammatical categories 
would run into the existing conceptual vocabulary that enumerated the mental 
contents of grammar. Al-Fārābī, who had been at this point a century or so earlier 
(see Zimmermanns detailed analysis)”' had chosen to largely eschew the vocabu- 
lary of mental contents (ma‘dni) in favor of “intelligibles” (ma gūlāt, although he 
did use ma nā for the target of conception).”” But Ibn Sina was either more confi- 
dent that he could overcome the grammarians or, as is perhaps more likely, by the 
eleventh century the boundaries between grammar and logic were no longer as 
polemically defined. (See Adamson and Key on this debate.)”> Ibn Sina was doing 
logic, so he divided mental contents into two. Mental contents in first position 
enabled the conception of things that could be put into syllogisms or definitions 
(such as "instance of the color white" and “accident”). Mental contents in sec- 
ond position enabled the naming and classification of the structures of composi- 
tion that created the syllogisms and definitions themselves (such as "subject" and 
"predicate"). When Ibn Sina made use of a pair of inherited philhellenic terms 
for these two levels, he was using terms with a genealogy that stretched back into 
ancient Greek grammar and forward into Latin European accounts of significa- 
tion, but he was talking only about Arabic logic. 


ARISTOTELIAN PHILOSOPHY DONE WITH ARABIC 
CONCEPTUAL VOCABULARY 


The mental contents that are the stuff of Ibn Sīnās logic were necessarily located 
in the mind. They are mental contents achieved through conception, in first or 
second position, and subject to assent. Through the formal structures of logic, the 
most important of which was the syllogism, they can be ordered so as to provide 
access to new information (if all A is B, and all B is C, then all A is C, a syllogism 
with a perfect proof, in Europe subsequently given the Latin mnemonic Barbara). 
The discipline of logic ensures accurate reference in the case of both concep- 
tion and assent. Ibn Sinà wrote that logic enabled the mind to check whether its 
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conception of something really did give an accurate account of a what-it-is-ness, 
and if not, what had gone wrong with the logical statements of conception. Logic 
also enabled the mind to know how and whether logical statements produced cer- 
tain and accurate assent that could not be unwound, or how and whether they 
could produce assent with a defined degree of uncertainty.”* The logical state- 
ments in question (the Arabic word, qawl, may be translated as "speech act" in a 
discipline other than Aristotelian logic) are defined compositions of mental con- 
tents, compositional structures that are defined by the roles their terms play in 
the second position. For example, *man is an animal" is composed of subject plus 
predicate, as well as a species plus a genus. "Man" and "animal" are conceived 
mental contents in first position, and “subject; “predicate,” "species; and “genus” 
are mental contents playing logical roles in second position. 

In the case of both conception and assent, Ibn Sina describes the result as 
hagīgah. As we have seen, this is a judgment about accuracy. It is not necessarily a 
judgment about language. In the case of conception, Ibn Sina means that the sub- 
stance of the thing is accurately known in the mind; the mental content is accurate 
with respect to the thing. There is no necessary connection to language, and there 
is no necessary connection to extramental existence in the world outside. This 
is an accurate account that connects a mental content to a thing, wherever it is. 
Accurate conception is therefore integral to accurate assent. 

If accurate conception and accurate assent are the goal of logic, what happens in 
cognition that fails to achieve this standard? How does Ibn Sina contend with inac- 
curate conception or assent, logical processes that he cannot describe as haqiqah? 
We can suggest an answer by looking at his discussion of how logic enables the 
identification of statements that appear to produce an impression on the soul like 
assent but that are actually imagination.’ The example he gives is honey, and we 
can read it as an example of what happens when conception, and therefore assent, 
are not accurate (what tasawwur and tasdīg look like in the absence of haqiqah). 
Honey looks like bile (yellow and viscous) and on that basis, one might accept the 
logical statement “Honey is bitter and causes vomiting.” The impression on the 
soul would be that honey is bitter, and so one should avoid it. The logical state- 
ment would through its compositional form and mental content have produced a 
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result in the soul parallel to the process of assent. But it would be wrong; it would 
not be assent! It would be (as Ibn Sīnā explains elsewhere) a judgment based on 
estimation and not on reason.”* The problem with the statement that honey causes 
vomiting is that the conceptions and subseguent assents are not accurate. An accu- 
rate process of conception would associate the name "honey” with the property 
of sweetness and therefore would be able to judge that any assent to honey being 
bitter or causing vomiting is not accurate either. As Ibn Sīnā has just told us, logic 
shows how statements can accurately produce conception as well as how they can 
accurately produce assent. Logic would enable us to see how our conception of 
honey is not accurate, and it would ensure that our mental contents are accurate 
accounts of the what-it-is-ness of the thing in guestion. It should be noted that the 
thing in question (in this case “honey” and the properties it has when accurately 
conceived) does not need to be in the extramental world. The whole logical pro- 
cess can happen in the mind. In his Eisagoge Ibn Sīnā is describing a logical tool 
that applies across science, a tool he would use when he came to ask in medicine 
and biology whether honey really was sweet out there in the world. 

This account of how hagīgah in Ibn Sina interacts with ma nā shows how the 
discipline of logic maintained the basic role of both these components of eleventh- 
century Arabic conceptual vocabulary. My approach here could enable a slightly 
different reading of texts in which Ibn Sīnā talks about things being accurate 
accounts, a reading that does not necessarily push toward extramental realities 
in the world outside but rather reaffirms the centrality of the mind. For exam- 
ple, let us take a passage from Ibn Sīnās Metaphysics, analyzed to good effect by 
Wisnovsky. Ibn Sina was making a distinction between "thingness" (Say īyah) and 
"existence" (wugüd) in order to discuss "the relation between efficient and final 
causes" and resolve the question of how the final cause could be both final (i.e., 
last) and a cause (i.e., first).77 Ibn Sīnās conclusion was that the final cause is last 
with regard to existence (i.e., all other causes are before it in the Aristotelian chain 
of causality) but first with regard to thingness (i.e., its thingness is that it is the 
reason for the existence of the other causes in the chain).”* But he needed to say 
how thingness and existence were different. Here, Wisnovsky translates haqiqah 
as "inner reality": "The difference between a thing and existence is just like the 
difference between some entity and its concomitant. . . . Consider, once again, the 
case of man: man has an inner reality, consisting of his definition and his quid- 
dity, which is not conditioned upon [his] existences being particular or general, 
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concrete or in the soul, or potential or actual." Ibn Sina thought that the defini- 
tion and what-it-is-ness (guiddity) of the human being is his thingness, and this is 
separate from his existence, which may be particular, general, or potential. 

What happens if we read hagīgah as “accurate account" in this same passage? 
My translation is: “The difference between the thing and the existent . . . is like the 
difference between something and its concomitant . . . for the human has an accu- 
rate account that is his logical definition and his what-it-is-ness, not conditional on 
a particular or general existence in actual instances or anything potential or actual 
in the soul” I think that Ibn Sina thought that the aqiqah of a human being, the 
accurate account of a human being, and the epistemological process that enables 
us to contend with the human being was the combination of logical definition and 
what-it-is-ness. To provide an accurate account of the human being, one could 
provide a logical definition, and one could state the what-it-is-ness. Logical defi- 
nition was a human epistemological process, while what-it-is-ness was an inde- 
pendent construct that could (according to the triplex) be either in the mind or 
in actual instances of things. What-it-is-ness and definition were therefore both 
accurate connections between logical statements and things. My focus on ma'nā 
and /aqiqah, on mental content and the accurate account in Ibn Sina, has not here 
produced a substantively different reading of his actual philosophical argument 
about final causation. What I hope to have done is complement Wisnovsky’s analy- 
sis of this question with a new focus on the very first steps of Ibn Sīnās thought 
process and the most basic components of his conceptual vocabulary. Haqiqah can 
be translated not as "inner reality" but rather as Ibn Sīnās epistemological judg- 
ment: in both logical definitions and statements about what-it-is-ness we get an 
instance of epistemological accuracy, an accurate account of a thing. 

In Mantiq al-Masriqiyin, as he defined the different scholarly disciplines that 
deal in practical or theoretical knowledge, Ibn Sina remarked on the minds ability 
to engage with incorrect hypotheticals. He was describing the relationship of theo- 
retical disciplines to extramental matter and wrote that in a theoretical discipline, 
the matters under consideration were either inevitably constituted by extramental 
matter (such as humanity or size) or were potentially conceivable as separate from 
matter (such as number, rotation, or the creator). The word ma'nà appears when 
the human mind is considering the possibility that anything could be human: “It 
is not impossible for the mind, at the beginning of its theorizing, to have humanity 
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inhering in every substance, but that would be classed as a mental error. To be 
correct, the mind must necessarily turn away from permitting this and know that 
the ma'nā of ‘humanity’ inheres in a substance only if there is another ma nā that 
provides a structure for it?” Ma'nā is the stuff of cognition, the mental content 
with which we make sense of fundamental metaphysical questions and contend 
with the relationship between abstract categories and the extramental world. Ibn 
Sinà was talking about theoretical scholarly disciplines and a process that took 
place in the mind; there can be no question about the location of the ma ānī in this 
passage. The scale and rigor of his philosophical project has ensured clarity on this 
point, and the action that is taking place is the same action that took place in Ibn 
Fūraks theology: ma ānī both inhere in extramental substances and are the way 
our minds make sense of those substances. We do not have a word in English that 
does this work, but Ibn Sinà had a word in Arabic that could. 

Just like Ibn Fürak, Ibn Sinà used his conceptual vocabulary to clarify the 
difference between mind and reality. In an-Nagah he explained "thingness, the 
neologism we have just encountered with the help of Wisnovsky: “It is clear that 
thingness is different from existence in actual instances. For ma‘nd has an exis- 
tence in actual instances, an existence in the soul, and a shared matter that is 
thingness?'* Thingness is that moment when ma nā in the soul and ma'nā in 
actual instances align. To some extent, this must be a human epistemological 
process, and so just as with Ibn Fürak the translation of ma‘nd as “mental con- 
tent" is imperfect but functional. In the Eisagoge chapter on universals (part of the 
Eisagoge’s mini-discussion of Categories), Ibn Sina used “animal” as an example 
for this type of mental content: "The animal is, as itself, a mental content, whether 
existing in actual instances or conceived in the soul. As itself it is neither general 
nor particular” This state of existing in either instances or in the soul is exactly 
what Ibn Sina called “thingness” in the Metaphysics. In this philosophy, any extra- 
mental fact or actual instance in the physical world will inevitably become mental 
content as soon as logics dual process of conception and assent starts to work. 
The parallel to Ibn Fūraks theology is clear: any extramental fact concerning God 
or the extramental physical world will inevitably become mental content as soon 
as theology's dialectical and linguistic process starts to work. Mental content is 
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what happens as soon as humans are involved. This necessarily happens in both 
logic and theology. The difference between Ibn Fūraks theology and Ibn Sīnās 
philosophy was what happened after humans got involved. For Ibn Fūrak, as we 
saw, mental content remained stable and may have been assumed to be controlled 
by God. Ibn Sīnās philosophy, however, used mental content as human cognition 
of actual instances in the world and ideas in the soul. Mental content was both the 
abstract conception of "thingness” that underpinned metaphysics and the logical 
categories of subject and predicate with which logic was constructed. The mental 
content "animal" could be conceived of both in an actual instance of an animal and 
as an abstract logical category. 

Ibn Sīnās five universals were mental contents that could be natural, reasoned, 
or logical." Mental content could conceive of animals out there in the world; it 
could reason the "thingness" category of animal, and it could assign the animal 
a logical category such as genus. This third logical stage involved the addition of 
another piece of mental content to the animalness.** Ibn Sīnās accounting for men- 
tal content in this passage matches both his analysis of conception and assent and 
his analysis of hypotheticals: as soon as you assent to something, you add a piece 
of mental content to a piece of mental content, and so as soon as you conceive of 
something as a logical category such as genus, you are adding a piece of mental 
content to a piece of mental content. "The ma nā of humanity inheres in a sub- 
stance only if there is another ma nā that provides a structure for it” This process 
of accounting for the workings of thought in terms of combining pieces of mental 
content is, I will argue in the next chapter, central to al-Gurģānīs advances in the 
analysis of metaphor. It is how Ibn Sinà used Arabic conceptual vocabulary to 
write Aristotelian philosophy, and in doing so develop that conceptual vocabulary 
into a tool that would be used for both philosophy and poetics across the subse- 
quent millennium. 

But Ibn Sinàs goal was not to prepare the ground for al-Gurģānīs poetics. 
Instead he was preparing the ground for his own metaphysics. At the start of this 
section Ibn Sinà suggested organizing the three categories according to multi- 
plicity. The reasoned category came first (“animal” conceived as a single mental 
content); then there was the multiplicity of instances in the world (lots of actual 
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animals), and then there was logical categorization of that multiplicity (statements 
such as “the human is an animal”).** Then Ibn Sina discussed the question of which 
came first. Did the reasoned mental content come before the instances, and then 
the multiplicity in the world, or did the real-world multiplicity precede the scien- 
tific and logical determination that what these empirical facts displayed was genus 
and species? What caused what? With causation we are in the sphere of metaphys- 
ics, and Ibn Sīnās resolution here (confirmed by a statement in his Metaphysics 
itself)? was: “All the different things that exist are related to God and the angels in 
the same way as our human crafts are related to the soul of each craftsman. For 
what God and the angels know is accurate knowledge of what is known, and per- 
ception of natural matters that exist before multiplicity. Each one of these reasoned 
things is a single mental content, and existence in multiplicity is subsequently pro- 
duced for them. In extramental multiplicity there is no single general thing but 
rather complete separation. The next step after the extramental multiplicity is that 
the mental contents are produced for a second time in our rational processes?" 

The single conceived mental contents that are the foundation of Ibn Sīnās epis- 
temology are here shown to be, like Ibn Fūraks mental contents, of divine origin. 
For Ibn Fürak and ar-Ragib they were permanently under Gods arbitrary control 
whether located in the mind or the world. But for Ibn Sīnā, God starts a process 
with simple mental contents that are conceived by angels. These conceived men- 
tal contents are then given real-world multiplicity. Finally, we human scientists 
and logicians study the multiplicity and reason logical categories from within it. 
Islamic theology and Arabic Aristotelianism turn out to be very different, and at 
the same time to share in ma nā. 
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With al-Gurģānī, we move to aesthetics. Like ar-Rāģib, Ibn Fūrak, and Ibn Sīnā, 
he used the words ma nā and haqiqah to explain how human minds work. But 
he was asking a different guestion: What is it that makes language beautiful? His 
answer depended on, developed, and deployed a theory of how language and the 
mind interact. This theory was constructed with the lexicon, grammar, and syntax, 
and all three were made up of ma ‘ani. Lexical accuracy pointed at ma ānī, gram- 
mar structured ma ānī in sentences, and syntax manipulated the ma ‘ani of those 
sentences. Lexicographers, theologians, and logicians all wanted to align ma'ānī 
to truth, whether the truths of reason, of the world, or of God. But the poets 
al-Gurģānī was interested in wanted to manipulate ma ani—mental contents—in 
order to create affect and make audiences feel and understand beauty. 

Al-Gurģānī did not write hermeneutics. He was concerned with how poetry 
worked, not what it meant. His poetics did not touch on questions of genre, mime- 
sis, or the biographies of poets. He was not concerned with matters related to 
audience or culture. Instead, he wrote what we may call a linguistic, stylistic, and 
formalist criticism, in which he used the Arabic conceptual vocabulary of mental 
content to explain the processes at work. This vocabulary, the same vocabulary 
that we have read in lexicography, theology, and logic, enabled him to provide a 
map of the mechanisms with which humans create meaning. He was devoted to 
providing a literary theory that would explain why one could put a finger on a 
great line of poetry and say, “This is it!" 
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According to al-Gurģānī, the poetic mechanisms that create affect are funda- 
mentally grammatical and syntactical. Poets put words together in patterns that 
impact the minds of the audience. These patterns consist of mental contents, and 
the mental contents change and develop across the time it takes the audience 
to move through and come to terms with a sentence. This is where al-Gurģānī 
locates affect, in ma'àni an-nahw ("the mental contents of grammar"), the inter- 
actions of which constitute nazm ("syntax"). I return to the translation of both 
terms below. The lexicographers’ model of stable reference is given a dynamic 
and creative energy. Vocal forms no longer simply refer to mental contents; they 
are rather threaded into patterns of vocal form that generate patterns of mental 
content. The idea of a one-to-one correspondence between a vocal form and 
a mental content, already under pressure from lexical homonymy in ar-Rāģib, 
theological reason in Ibn Fürak, and lexical homonymy again in Ibn Sina, was 
no longer tenable. Al-Gurģānī recognized that while the arrangements of mental 
content in our heads are catalyzed by and potentially recaptured in arrangements 
of vocal form, they have their own cognitive and logical dynamics. Poetry makes 
the architecture of mental content in our heads shift and change. The ties that 
had connected a mental content to a vocal form when it was spoken or written 
can break in the mind of the audience. This means that the accuracy (haqiqah) 
established by the lexicographers with their iterative management of lexical prec- 
edent, an epistemological standard that underpinned both Ibn Fūraks theology 
and Ibn Sīnās logic, became in the work of al-Gurģānī something quite different. 

Al-Gurģanīs poetics was concerned with affect on the level of the sentence or 
the clause. Individual words can have grammatical and syntactical functions (the 
mental contents of grammar), but only combinations of words constitute syntax 
or produce images. In sentences and clauses, accuracy is both a foundation for 
departures of single words from the lexicon (magaz) and something that can help 
create and sustain the poetic image itself. In the poetic image as al-Gurgani sees it, 
accuracy still works to anchor the imagination, but it now has no curatable root in 
thelexicon. The theological and logical concern with extramental reality is no lon- 
ger relevant. Within the triad of language, mind, and reality, poetry is concerned 
only with language and mind. There is an epistemological shift: poetry takes the 
lexicon up with it into the image, changing it along the way but rarely giving those 
changes a permanence that could survive the descent. Those moments when the 
lexicographers lexicon changes to accommodate a new mental content achieved 
by metaphor, when the lexicon expands to include what will become a dead meta- 
phor, are usually the products of simpler, syntactically shorter metaphors based on 
transfer. In the example that al-Gur£àni used over and over again, the single word 
“lion” can come to be another lexically sanctioned way of saying “brave man.” But 
the images he was interested in were of another order altogether: 
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As if the lightning was a Quran 
in its readers hand 
closing and opening. 


This powerful image is taken from a poem written in praise ofa politically success- 
ful caliph by his cousin, the literary critic and poet Ibn al-Mu tazz (861-908), who 
would himself become caliph for a single day before being deposed and executed.’ 
The poet is comparing the caliph to lightning that illuminates the sky. Al-Gurģānī 
had already cited another line, from later in the poem, as part of a separate piece 
of criticism nearly a hundred pages earlier in the Asrar:3 


Everything comes together for us 
in a leader who kills parsimony 
and gives life to largesse. 


These two images are each constructed across the space of a single Arabic line, 
just like all the images in this thirty-line poem with its regularly metered pairs 
of eleven-syllable hemistichs rhyming ahà-aha, B-aha, C-àhà, D-āhā, and so 
on (I have altered the lineation and abandoned the rhyme in my translation). 
Al-Gurgani did not write about meter or rhyme. Nor was he interested in the irony 
of the poets death or in the commentary on power and religion in these images. 
That was the subject matter of adab. 

What al-Gurģānī cared about—and in this he typifies Classical Arabic literary 
criticism—was the mechanism by which the two images, each taken on its own, 
produced affect. Nothing could be more different than a Quran and lightning, but 
at the same time nothing could be more similar, he thought, than a reader open- 
ing and closing a Quran, and watching lightning flash on and off. This combina- 
tion of intense similarity with intense difference produces affect, and to achieve 
it the poet focused on the shape that he wanted the audience to see expand and 
then immediately contract.* Al-Gurģānī cared about the formal mechanisms that 
manipulate the cognitive processes of the audience. He wanted to give a formal 
account of each and every mechanism that did this. He used the other image, of 
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theleader killing parsimony, to demonstrate how a metaphor might be dependent 
on the objects of any transitive verbs involved. It is only the object of such a verb 
that leads us to classify the verb as “borrowed.” The verb “kills” is a metaphor only 
because its object is parsimony; if enemies were being killed there would be no 
metaphor A logical grammar of predicative combination creates the image. 


WHAT IS GOOD MA 'NÀ? 


Poetics in Arabic asked the question, What makes for good ma nā? The place to 
start looking for the answer is the two most important books of Arabic poetics: 
al-Gurģānīs Asrār al-Balāģah and Dalā'il al-I ğāz. I do not think this judgment 
is hyperbole. (See the Journal of Abbasid Studies 5:1-2, a special issue devoted to 
al-Gurģānī.) He knew that when people spoke they could do more than just refer 
to mental content; they could choose to create beauty. People made a choice when 
they spoke, a choice to make their words not just correct, but better crafted. Not 
just fact, but art. Not just grammar, but beauty. Al-Gurģānī wanted to explain 
why some literature was better than other literature. He was always looking for 
that something extra that gave language an aesthetic edge. (Ihe Arabic word he 
used for this something extra was mazīyah, a distinguishing virtue, terminology 
already in use with Abd al-Gabbar.)° Unlike Ibn Fūraks, ar-Rāģibs, and Ibn Sīnās, 
al-Gurģānīs theory was first and foremost aesthetic. His aesthetics then reguired 
that he develop an account of what language was and how language worked. 
Ma'nā was the heart of that account. 

What was the literature of which he was a critic? In the Arabic eleventh cen- 
tury, al-Gurģānīs concern was not quite what the word "literature" refers to today. 
But it was the same human and divine canon that we have already encountered, 
consisting of poetry, the Quran, and short selections of eloquent prose. Pre- 
Islamic Arabs had produced poetry that was still a reference point for al-Gurģānī 
nearly five hundred years later. God had revealed a Quran that had not only 
changed the course of history but remained a literary event. The four Islamic cen- 
turies that preceded al-Gurģānī had seen the canon of Arabic poetry massively 
expanded and developed, along with a host of innovations in subject matter and 
form. Increasingly, in the ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries, this development 
and expansion was accompanied by a lively critical discourse that argued about 
matters of style and the relative merits of parts of the canon. Unsurprisingly, given 
the degree of technical complexity with which we have become accustomed in 
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the previous chapters, this critical practice was decisively theoretical. Perhaps 
the most famous poet, Abū Tayyib al-Mutanabbī (d. 965), reportedly said of 
the theorist Ibn Ginni, “he knows more about my poetry than I do?" Classical 
Arabic literary criticism has been the subject of sustained scholarly attention. (See 
in particular the encyclopedia edited by Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey, 
Abu Deebs entry in Abbasid Belles Lettres, Wen-Chin Ouyang’s monograph, and 
Halafallah's brief review.) This was a criticism oriented toward the single line of 
poetry, and in the poetry itself enjambment was rare. Aesthetic judgment came at 
the end of the line. (The value placed on the structural unity of complete poems 
has been debated by van Gelder, Andras Hamori, and more recently Raymond 
Farrin.)? By the eleventh century this was the established critical practice, and it 
had a symbiotic relationship with the art itself: poets and critics were in the same 
places, taking part in the same conversations. This literature shared its patron- 
age and performance spaces with its own criticism. Poetry and criticism shared 
a commitment to the image and to the line, as well as a deep involvement with 
the formal complexity of both. But poetry did more than just develop intricate 
single images in series: it spoke to power and to social reality about fate, money, 
beauty, love, and loss. These subjects and more were integral to the engagement 
with poetry that took place outside literary criticism in the prosimetrical genre of 
adab: books about how to live and what life meant, characterized by an iterative 
approach to truth and a multiplication of narratives. 

Just as poetrys remit expanded beyond that of its formal criticism to the 
world of meaning interrogated in adab, literary criticism had a scope that 
extended beyond poetry to revelation. One of its most important critical and 
theoretical conversations was an argument about the relative aesthetic merits 
of the sacred Quran and profane poetry. Quranic language was fundamental 
to al-Gurģānīs project; it was an example of how language could be beautiful. 
Virtually no one was prepared to say that poetry was better than the Quran, and 
the Quran clearly differentiated itself from poetry,? but there was an argument 
about whether or not one could theorize the Quran as a literary text in such 
a way as to demonstrate its superiority. (Geert Jan van Gelder has drawn my 
attention to the extreme example of Abū al-‘Atahiyah [d. ca. 825], a canonical 
poet with “unorthodox religious beliefs" who was said to have claimed he had 


7 ge S paš oa gi wae co Ibn Ginni (2004, 1:469), al-Yamānī (1986, 200). 

8. Abu Deeb (1990), Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature (1998), Halafallàh (1944, 48f), Ouyang (1997). 

9. Farrin (2011), Hamori (1974), van Gelder (1982). Cf. Sharlet (2015). 

10. See statements at Quran 21:5 (al-Anbiyà ), 26:224 (a$-Su 'arā'), 36:69 (Ya Sin), 37:36 (as-Saffat), 
52:30 (at- Tür), and 69:41 (al-Hāggah). 


POETICS 201 


written a poem better than a Quranic sūrah [chapter].) As ar-Ragib and many 
others had done before him,” al-Gurgani leapt into this argument, committed to 
making his theories work in such a way as to explain both why poetry was good 
and why the Quranic text could not be replicated by humans. This would require 
two slightly different versions of the same argument and so generated both the 
Asrar and the Dala' il. This debate about Quranic inimitability framed and fueled 
al-Gurģānīs literary-critical work but did not define or constitute it. The Quran 
was just one more reason why the question How does literary language work? 
needed to be answered. 

"To make an aesthetic judgment is to stake one's authority on nothing but one's 
own experience: when we declare that something is beautiful we have nothing but 
our own judgment to go on. While we may spontaneously feel that others simply 
must see what we see, we cant ground the claim in anything more tangible than 
our own judgment. . . . This feels risky: Toril Moi identifies a genealogy for this 
risk of aesthetic subjectivity that goes back to Kant. But she could just as easily have 
gone back to Classical Arabic, where critics worked to give accounts of poetry that 
strove to avoid a collapse into the subjectivity of personal experience. In a passage 
quoted in full by ar-Rāģib, the literary critic al-Qadi Abū al-Hasan ‘Ali al-Gurģānī 
(d. 1002) explained great eloguence as what one cannot explain, for which one 
cannot give a reason.'* An epistemological risk of this kind is different from the 
one we have encountered in previous chapters, when secondary scholarship (also 
in the long shadow of Kant) feared a collapse into linguistic relativism. Here, the 
risk for theory is that all one is left with is the plaintive guestion Can you see what 
I see?” Reading Ibn Fūrak and Ibn Sīnā has shown us that the epistemological 
risk of linguistic relativism was not necessarily a problem should one choose to 
share their conceptual vocabulary of mental content. But here, in a chapter on 
poetics, the differences between our European and Anglophone present and the 
Arabic eleventh century are less evident. The experience of the beauty of poetry 
and the question of taste in art put us and al-Gurģānī (both ‘Abd al-Oāhir and 
Abü al-Hasan!) in the same place. They asked exactly the same question as Moi. 
There is, says ‘Abd al-Oāhir al-Gur3ani, some poetry whose quality you know 
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when you hear it, even if you dont know the poet: "It is as if you can put your hand 
on it and say, “This is it!" 

When he explained the cognitive and affective mechanisms at work in poetry, 
al-Gurģānī was working in an established tradition of Arabic literary criticism that, 
unlike the philosophical tradition, was uninvolved with the Greek past. He did not 
use Aristotles Rhetoric or Poetics. This was also an Arabic tradition unconnected to 
a European future. The Latinate rhetoric of commentaries on Cicero and Horace 
made no use of Arabic, and although Latin rhetoric shared with Arabic a connection 
to grammar, it did so in a very different way: Latin grammar and rhetoric was about 
language pedagogy (see the remarks of Hermannus Alemannus in Rita Copeland 
and Ineke Sluiter's translation),” whereas Arabic grammar and poetics was about 
theoretical accounts of cognition. It was therefore through Ibn Sīnās Arabic logic that 
al-Gurgani would use the Greeks, at several degrees of remove and in translation. 

Scholars working in Arabic were of course not ignorant of the ancient Greek 
and late-antique discussions of literature. Maria Mavroudi has shown that 
Homer's Odyssey and Iliad were translated into Syriac in the ninth century and 
that Hunayn, the translator of Aristotle whom we have already met, recited 
Homer in Baghdad.* Furthermore, philhellenic Arabic philosophers did write 
commentaries on Aristotles Poetics and Rhetoric, but they either kept them sepa- 
rate from the autochthonous Arabic tradition (Ibn Sinà) or in a very few cases 
outside the eleventh century attempted combining the two traditions (al-Fārābī 
in the tenth century and Hazim al-Qartaganni, on whom see Heinrichs, in the 
thirteenth, while Ibn Rušd's twelfth-century synthesis would arguably have more 
impact in Latin than in Arabic).? Deborah Black has shown how a commitment 
to the Organon curriculum shaped philhellenic Arabic philosophy's dealings with 
Aristotles Poetics and Rhetoric; Wolfhart Heinrichs and others have discussed Ibn 
Sīnās and al-Fārābīs uses of the Aristotelian syllogism to discuss poetry, and Uwe 
Vagelpohl has analyzed the reception of the Rhetoric and Poetics. MC. Lyons's 
edition has shown the limitations of the Arabic translation of the Rhetoric," and 
Abu Deeb (cf. Halafallah)* devoted an entire chapter to successfully demonstrat- 
ing how al-Gurģānīs work did not connect with the Poetics.” 
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Ignorance was not the problem, but the disconnect survived. The Greek and 
Arabic aesthetic traditions had different epistemological structures and different 
cultural assumptions about the forms and genres ofart itself. There was no prestige 
genre of formal dramatic tragedy in Classical Arabic. There was nothing eguiva- 
lent to adab in ancient Greek. Al-Gurģānī and his peers did not think that an 
answer could be found in theories of genre, culture, or mimesis to the question 
How can we explain what poetry does to us? Taha Husayn has suggested that the 
source of influence for Classical Arabic literary criticism was "Aristotles general 
ideas and methodology" via Ibn Sina,” but here I would like to be more specific. 
I argue that al-Gurģānī found resources in theories of cognition, and the place 
to look for an account of cognition in the eleventh century was Arabic logic. The 
machinery to ground an account of cognition in a set of assumptions about how 
language worked already existed in Arabic grammar and lexicography. This was 
al-Gurģānīs poetics: a theory of literature that bypassed genre and culture to rely 
instead on grammar and then follow logic out into the imaginary. 

Al-Gurģānīs poetics was a project that shaped the subsequent millennium of 
work on Arabic literature, and it has not gone unnoticed in Arabist secondary 
scholarship. (For a brief review, see Harb and Key)? On the one hand, for scholars 
trained in Arabic-speaking institutions, al-Gurģānīs work has proved important 
beyond all others for the production of conceptual vocabularies that combine 
eleventh-century Arabic theory with twentieth-century European theory. I am 
thinking in particular of Ahmed Moutaouakil, who wrote his highly functional 
synthesis of al-Gurģānī and Saussure in French.” Another example, from the field 
of theology, is Nasr Hamid Abū Zayd's engagement with Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) and 
Western semiotics (Thomas Hildebrandt).” As for scholars trained in European 
and Anglophone institutions, they work in a frame created by the absence of con- 
nection between literary criticism in Greek, Arabic, and Latin. Abu Deeb is abso- 
lutely clear that his book is motivated by a profound sense of shock at the scale 
and depth of the connections between al-Gurģānīs theory and twentieth-century 
Anglophone literary theory. (He was also following the connections that Halafallah 
had made with European theories of affect in 1944.)? Abu Deeb wrote to effect a 
connection, and to develop a new critical tool that combined al-Gurģānīs theory 
with those of T.S. Eliot and others, precisely because the object of study was the 
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same: poetry. Al-Gurgani “is aware of the various types of images, sensuous, non- 
sensuous, visual and non-visual, which have been studied in modern criticism"? 

In AL-Jurjānīs Theory of Poetic Imagery, published at the same time as Edward 
Said's Orientalism, Abu Deeb wrote: "It is altogether unfortunate that European 
writers ignore the achievement of other cultures in many areas and thus find them- 
selves 'discovering principles . . . already discovered and developed to an amaz- 
ing degree of sophistication in these other cultures" Furthermore, al-Gurģānīs 
theory had to be used not just because it was first but because it still worked: "the 
first genuinely structuralist analysis of imagery I know of and its value goes far 
beyond the historical.” Al-Gurani’s “achievement . . . precedes by nine centuries 
the work of Croce, Bradely, Wimsatt, Richards, and Beardsley, who are among the 
most outstanding critics of our era”? Writing from a department of comparative 
literature in 2017, what is so frightening about Abu Deebs project is that he was 
right and that the project failed. Benedetto Croce (d. 1952), A. C. Bradely (d. 1935), 
William Kurtz Wimsatt (d. 1975), I. A. Richards (d. 1979), and Monroe Beardsley 
(d. 1985) may no longer quite be of my era (which began in 1979), but in any case 
al-Gurģānīs name and the translations of the Asrār and Dalá' il into German 
and French, respectively," are not to be found alongside them in the syllabi and 
bibliographies of Anglophone literary criticism. Time has exposed the risk Abu 
Deeb took: his book links al-Gurgani so effectively with mid-twentieth-century 
Anglophone literary theory that in the early twenty-first century al-Gurgani 
appears doubly dated. 


SELF-CONSCIOUSLY THEORETICAL ANSWERS IN 
MONOGRAPHS 


Al-Gurģānīs literary theory was written in a style consistent with its theoretical 
content. As he wrote the Asrār and Dalā'il, he circled around the most important 
guestions, returning to them over and over again, trying out new phraseology 
for the theoretical arguments he was trying to make and, in the later parts of the 
Dalà'il, testing his new terminology on his audience. (His most oft-quoted theo- 
retical statements tend to come from the final sections of each monograph.) This 
was how he thought that theory itself should work. There was not a single, fixed 
model that could enable the sort of taxonomy of rhetorical figures that scholars 
like ar-Ràgib found so attractive. Instead, there were principles and zones that 
anchored meaning and enabled its analysis. These principles and zones supported 
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dynamics that could coexist or overlap and could be described in multiple ways 
with or without examples. It was a different way of doing literary criticism, discur- 
sive and formalist rather than taxonomical. Al-Gurģānīs narrative voice circled 
and looped over a complex literary landscape populated by language users and 
marked by moments of special significance such as the Quran or a great metaphor. 

Al-Gurgani’s criticism was self-consciously theoretical. It was a poetics that 
claimed universal applicability across the languages spoken by its author. (See 
my separate article on al-Gurgani and translation theory.) It was also a poetics 
that deliberately provided principles that were intended to be applied across the 
canon by other scholars. Its author therefore took great care with his terminol- 
ogy. Al-Gurgani knew that ones choice of terms is fundamental to the prospects 
for one’s theory. He was very aware of the different stages of technical terminol- 
ogy and their relationship to ordinary language. Throughout his work we can 
see this commitment to the curation of terminology in the face of pressure from 
ordinary language. When making the argument that syntax was a matter of orga- 
nizing mental content rather than vocal form, he made it clear that he was work- 
ing against a folk theory of language that tended to associate the act of making 
syntactical connections with vocal forms rather than mental contents.» When 
making his argument about the correct understanding of metaphor, he was aware 
that he was working against a popular and problematic tendency to talk about 
metaphor as a simple transfer.” When making his argument about the way a spe- 
cific arrangement of mental content could take on a form, he made it expressly 
clear that there was a preexisting scholarly consensus on the use ofthe word sūrah 
(form, "image"; see below) and that he should not be constrained by that estab- 
lished terminology.* 

Al-Gurģānīs extant works are either grammar or literary criticism. His gram- 
mar works are structured conventionally, whether as long and detailed line-by-line 
commentaries with a short dedicatory or an explanatory preface** or as concise 
pedagogical tools.” But when it came to literary theory he wrote differently and 
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was conscious of doing so. The Asrār and the Dalā'il are two substantial mono- 
graphs, most probably written in that order, of around 80,000 and 130,000 words, 
respectively. The Dalā il in Muhammad Šākirs 1984 edition includes a separate 
epistle on Quranic inimitability.? Sakir's inclusion of this epistle is in accordance 
with his base manuscript, dated 1177 (Hüseyin Ģelebi 913 at the Inebey Yazma Eser 
Kütüphanesi in Bursa, Turkey). The inclusion of the twelve-thousand-word epis- 
tle after the end of the Dalā'il makes sense to readers of the printed edition today 
just as it did to readers of the manuscript in the twelfth century: it is consistent 
with the structure of the work itself. Al-Guršānīs monograph ends formally on 
page 478 of Sakir’s edition but is immediately followed by a series of attachments 
and short epistles found in Hüseyin Ģelebi 913. (Šākir [1984], Rašīd Ridā [1952], 
and Muhammad aš-Šingītī [1978] each placed the last of these, "Introduction to 
the Dalā'il,” at the beginning of his printed edition.)*° Sakir's reasonable sugges- 
tion (following a note on the manuscript itself)^ is that these extras were tran- 
scribed from separate notes in al-Gurģānīs hand after his death, but whatever 
the case, we know from remarks within them that al-Gurģānī saw them as part 
of a single literary-critical project. At the start of one such attachment, on page 
525, the author directly addresses "the reader of our book" and writes that such 
a reader should by this stage be comfortable with his account of creative syntax, 
but nevertheless goes on, in order to "truly, honestly, make sure that the reader is 
not troubled by exhaustion;'* to write another ten pages of clarification. Scholars 
today can only dream of being afforded such space or the sort of reader whose 
fatigue is decreased by more reading! 

What is the significance of this manuscript history, and of the fact that both 
the Asrār and the Dalā'il roam so discursively that the latter can expand for more 
than a hundred pages after it ends without that affecting its structural integrity? 
Thankfully, al-Gurģānī provides the answer himself. Half of his answer is explicit; 
half implicit. The implicit half has been identified by Larkin, Sàkir, and others: it 
is the scholarly context of an eleventh century in which al-Gurģānī was engaged 
in argument, polemic, and theoretical debate with scholars in literary theory and 
theology. The later sections of the Dala'il are most often couched in terms that 
make it clear that the author was responding to specific criticisms of his basic ideas 
about syntax, Ouranic inimitability, and the way that language works. Al-Gurģānī 
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was constantly trying out new ways of describing and explaining his theories in 
order to persuade his audience that he was right. 

Al-Gurgani was working with words in order to communicate ideas about 
words. Faced with this universal scholarly problem, he laid out a defense of theory 
and a critigue of taxonomy. Instead of the innumerable subdivisions reguired to 
taxonomize a topic such as comparison (tašbīh) in poetry, he wrote that he aimed 
to provide an indication or a pointer, a gesture, the form of which would be suf- 
ficient to inform readers. He would also provide counterexamples, because things 
get clearer alongside their opposites.* Literary theory had often tended, before 
al-Gurģānī, to function through the use of examples. Each separate rhetorical fig- 
ure was therefore encapsulated and understood in terms of a representative line 
of poetry. But al-Gur£àni aimed to establish the formal principles of poetics that 
validated these examples. 

Let us take an example to see how he did this. As part of his long discussion of 
metaphor in the Asrār, he defined one subset of metaphor as being that in which 
the operative comparison is between forms, composed of mental content, that are 
reasoned out by the audience. (I will return to his idea of "form, sūrah, below.)** 
These were the best kind of metaphor, because the term of comparison was not 
accessed through its membership in a certain class, nor by some natural critical 
instinct ofthe audience, nor by some form already existing in an audience member's 
psyche.* Instead, “the pattern of this... principle of metaphor is that it takes a point 
of comparison between two reasoned things. The paradigmatic and most widely 
applicable example of this is a comparison that goes from [1] somethings existence 
to its nonexistence or [2] from somethings nonexistence to its existence. As for [1], 
the underlying mental content here is that when a thing loses those specific men- 
tal contents by which it comes to have measure and reference, its actual existence 
becomes a nonexistence”** This is a deliberately logical and abstract account (Ritter 
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calls it “complicated logical analysis”), and there are two more pages of theory 
before al-Gurģānī provides some lines of poetry, which include: 


Icannot stop leaning in 
to embrace the memories of days past; they give me 
something more fragile than nothingness. 


The poet, Abū Nasr ‘Abd al-' Aziz Ibn Nubātah (fl. ca. 950), is justifying his remi- 
niscences of youth with a deliberate lack of conviction. These memories offer him 
comfort so gossamer-thin that a nonexistent thing in a state of nonexistence would 
be thicker. 

Al-Gurģānīs logical and abstract literary-critical framework enables us to 
see that on reading or hearing this line the audience has no choice but to reason 
through its counterintuitive and hypothetical impossibility in order to posit for a 
moment a new form not encountered before in nature or science. This reasoned 
form gives the line its meaning.^ It is a form composed of mental contents: “some- 
thing thinner than a nonexistent thing in a state of nonexistence.” This is not an 
intervention in language that can be preserved in the lexicon; it is a moment of 
creation that produces affect through reason. 

Al-Gurģānī wanted to lay out a theoretical structure with a technical vocabu- 
lary that could inform critical engagement with poetry. His abstract explana- 
tion of the comparison that goes from nonexistence to existence reads: "It works 
according to the following mental content: the thing ceasing to exist had existed 
and was then lost and vanished. But when it leaves behind beautiful traces, 
they give life to its memory and make permanent its name among the people; 
it therefore becomes as if it existed" This is self-evidently a theory designed to 
encompass the aflal, that most famous of tropes in pre-Islamic poetry in which 
the poet mourns his beloved's departure at the remains of her encampment. At 
the very beginning of the Asrār, al-Gurģānī had quoted the canonical example 
of this trope, the opening line of Imru' al-Qays’ Mu'allaqah: “Stop! Let us weep 

. >“ There he had asked rhetorically whether the line depended on its word 
order (of course it does!), and here he gives a literary-critical account based on 
rational conceptions of existence and nonexistence that enables him to identify 
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the dynamic architecture of mental content that produces its affect: a thing that 
does not exist is being reasoned into existence. Rhetorical figures are no longer 
taxonomized according to their exemplars, but rather they are organized and 
read according to rational and abstract theories about the forms that mental 
content can take. 

This was a theory contained in a long monograph that needed to be read. This 
discussion of the reasoned metaphor stretches over more than twenty pages in 
Helmut Ritter’s edition. Al-Gurgani knew what he was doing. In an age of chap- 
ters, subchapters, and increasing concern for pedagogical practicality, he was writ- 
ing books that needed to be read from start to finish. In the Dalā il he said so, 
and this is where we find his explicit authorial statement of monograph structure: 
"The only way to know whether this is all correct is to allow my statement to be 
complete and to reach the end of what I have put together for you.” It is not 
a book that the author can summarize at the beginning; it is a process that will 
complete al-Gurģānīs account of how language works and what makes it good: "I 
am not prepared to tell you, here at the beginning, what will happen at the end of 
this book, or to name for you the chapters that I intend to compose if God allows 
me. I do not want you to know what will happen before it does. Know instead that 
there are chapters that will follow each other, and that this is the first.” It is a radi- 
cal statement, but one that matches al-Gurģānīs work. It is an ethics of reading 
applied to an entire monograph. 

It was complemented by an ethics of reading that worked on the level of syn- 
tax, centered on the process of building up mental-content connections across a 
sentence or a clause, where a poet could manipulate grammar and syntax in order 
to set the audience up for the maximum impact (Abu Deeb).* This was an ethics 
of reading in which the literature came in small evocative snatches of a few lines 
or less. Al-Gurģānī thought his readers should work their way productively and 
iteratively through his long monographs, but although he had the theory to deal 
with the whole long Classical Arabic poem, he usually chose to work on a smaller 
scale. (Cf. van Gelder, Larkin, and Abu Deeb on analysis that does stretch through 
a poem.)” It is tempting to suggest that al-Gurģānī worked this way because he 
thought theory of the complex sort that he was writing had a discursive struc- 
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ture that a reader could maintain across hundreds of pages but that literature—art, 
beauty, and poetry functioned in the listener's head at the moment of audition. 
Long poems might well have unities, but the aesthetic impact he was interested in 
came in a few seconds. 

Let me now briefly sketch out the contents of the Asrār and Dalā il. My sugges- 
tion, pace Ritter and via Heinrichs,* is that although there is no clear evidence as 
to which book was written first, the Dalā il feels like a final, conclusive review, one 
that assumes the argument of the Asrār is already proved. Whatever the case, they 
are very different books when it comes to subject matter. Al-Gurģānī wrote one 
book on metaphor (the Asrār) and one book on syntax (the Dalā il). Ex nihilo, the 
Asrār revolutionized Arabic poetics, and then the Dalā il engaged with debates in 
both theology and poetics. Both books primarily deal with the Quran and poetry 
(the Asrār with slightly more poetry, the Dala'il with slightly more Quran; see 
Khalfallahs tabulations),7 and both state that their conclusions apply equally to 
prose. Al-Gurģānīs opening argument in the Asrār was that everyone knew that 
great poetry was good, but no one had been able to effectively theorize why the 
canon was the canon. Literary theory, faced with vocal forms and mental con- 
tent, had lazily attributed aesthetic quality to the vocal forms and forgotten that 
metaphors are only ever constructed in and understood by the mind with mental 
contents. This was why al-Gurģānī had to reexamine the most basic concepts (Abu 
Deeb)* of Arabic language about language: vocal form and mental content. He 
had to say anew what language was in order to explain how it worked. Writing 
within the iterative structure he had set for himself, he also needed to say what lan- 
guage was over and over again. This is why, I think, scholars in both the madrasa 
and the twenty-first-century academy have sometimes identified inconsistencies 
in his position on vocal form and mental content. But as Lara Harb notes, these 
inconsistencies appear when excerpts from his work are "read out of context”? 
Taken as a whole, al-Gurģānīs argument is clear: an exclusive binary of vocal form 
and mental content is insufficient for literary criticism, and when critics focus 
myopically on either category, they are mistaken. 

In order to prove that a critical focus on vocal forms was a failure of literary 
criticism, al-Guršānī started the Asrār with an analysis of wordplay and parono- 
masia, poetic techniques that would appear on their face to be entirely about vocal 
forms rather than mental content. Al-Gurģānī showed how wordplay was in fact 
entirely dependent on the cognitive responses of audiences, and then after a good 
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twenty pages he started the book proper with an exhaustive analysis of metaphor. 
This analysis of the loan metaphor is the core of his argument, bookended with 
a discussion of lexical accuracy and going beyond the lexicon. The Dalā'il opens 
with a defense of grammar and a defense of poetry. Both are key to understand- 
ing the literary status of the Quran. Al-Gur£ani then came back to the pairing of 
vocal form and mental content with a slightly different angle from that taken in the 
Asrār, because now he wanted to explain his theory of syntax. Creative and subtle 
syntax, the positioning of words in a sentence, negation and predication, connec- 
tions and appositions all were ways in which vocal form reflected and catalyzed 
mental content. 

His word for these techniques was nazm, the same word used for stringing 
pearls on a thread. This was the subject matter of the Dala' il: “the way a sentence 
is constructed in light of the syntactical relationships between its words." I use 
the word "syntax" in English. Al-Gurģānī used the word nazm and saw it as con- 
stituted by ma‘ani an-nahw, the mental contents of grammar.” It must be noted 
here that the discipline of grammar, nahw, itself contained two subdisciplines: 
nahw and sarf, which are usually translated as "syntax and morphology" (just as 
in English, the discipline of grammar contains syntax and morphology.) This puts 
some pressure on my translation of nazm as "syntax, because "syntax" is also a 
subdiscipline of grammar. Nahw was the science of how words connected to each 
other; sarf was the science of how individual words were formed, and nahw was 
also the word for both these sciences taken together as a scholarly discipline. But 
nazm was something bigger, a space in which there was the potential for beauty 
and affect, whereas in nahw there was only right and wrong. In the Asrār and 
Dalā il, al-Gurģānī was not interested in whether combinations of words were 
grammatically correct but rather in how a poet could manipulate their correct 
mental contents in a dynamic syntactical pattern. The English word "syntax” is not 
a perfect translation for this creative process, but it has the advantages of familiar- 
ity and concision, serving as well to locate the action exactly where al-Gurgani 
located it: in the formal combinations of words. As Baalbaki has observed, there 
is in Arabic a “self-explanatory” “kinship” between the study of grammar and elo- 
quence (nahw and balāģah): they are both concerned with syntax. But whereas 
grammarians tended to be concerned with the syntactical operation of case mark- 
ers, scholars working on eloquence focused more on the impact created by syn- 
tactical variation.* It is this latter understanding of the importance of word choice 
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and combination that al-Gur3ani sought to capture with his concept of nazm and 
that I engage with under the heading “syntax.” 


POETICS FROM AXES TO ZONES (AOTĀB AND AOTĀR) 


Al-Gurģānīs eleventh-century theory was not a madrasa-ready pedagogical tool. 
It did not have a clear taxonomical structure, and it consciously required the 
reader to work through two long monographs on metaphor and syntax, devel- 
oping along the way an understanding of how language worked and what made 
some of it beautiful. On this journey, the reader would meet the core dynamics 
of al-Gurģānīs poetics over and over again. Comparison, analogy, and metaphor 
were "axes around which mental content revolved" and "zones that encompassed 
mental contents according to the perspective of each.” They could not be encapsu- 
lated or enumerated in a taxonomy of representative examples. They overlapped 
in dynamic ways that cannot be clearly mapped. 

This is the problem for scholarship on al-Gur£àni's poetics: his program for 
how theory should be written and read does not make the task of the secondary 
analyst easy. The work of Abu Deeb, Harb, Khalfallah, Larkin, and myself dem- 
onstrates that in the twentieth or twenty-first century one has no option when 
writing about the Asrār and Dalā'il but to do exactly what Arabic scholars in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries did: develop ones own theoretical scheme and 
fit al-Gur£àni into it. For the creators of the madrasa textbooks, those schemas 
tended to be primarily taxonomical. For more recent European and Anglophone 
academics, these schemas have tended to be thematic (subjective poetics, theolog- 
ical reasoning, wonder, signification, or translation theory). My own attempts in 
this chapter focus on the most fundamental building blocks of al-Gurani’s con- 
ceptual vocabulary, ma nā and haqiqah, and so look to Arabic grammar and phil- 
hellenic logic for poetic potential. I have tried to validate and explain al-Gurģānīs 
own claim that syntax was the "pursuit of the mental contents of grammar" and 
that it was the heart of poetics.** 

Let us orient ourselves a little further in al-Gurģānīs poetics. Metaphor 
(isti ārah) was one of the three axes of his theory and the primary subject of 
the Asrār. It always involved comparison (tašbīh, another axis), and it could 
include analogy (tamtīl, a third axis). The basic meaning of the Arabic word for 
metaphor is "borrowing" and this refers to the rough idea that a characteristic 
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is borrowed from the source and given to the target. (Isti ārah can be trans- 
lated more precisely as “loan metaphor.”)® Al-Gurģānīs book-length treatment 
of metaphor is substantially more complex, and this is not the place to review 
it. Abu Deeb has already done an excellent job. He defines al-Gurģānīs isti' ārah 
for an Anglophone audience as “metaphor, but more exactly a type of metaphor 
based only on similarity or analogy?“ Al-Gurgani himself defined metaphor 
in terms with which are already very familiar: “Metaphor, taken as a whole, is 
when a vocal form has an original lexical placement that is known and can be 
indicated by evidentiary precedent. Someone, whether poet or not, then uses 
that vocal form somewhere other than in that original lexical place. This person 
transfers the vocal form to a new place in a move that is not strictly necessary.” 
Metaphor comes from a free choice to use a word outside of precedent. And 
the result of metaphor is new mental content, a new poetic end or object, that 
would not exist were it not for the metaphor.® It is worth noting that in English 
poetics we tend to pair metaphor, by way of contrast, with metonymy. This is 
not the case in Arabic: metaphor (isti ārah) is not part of a contrast pair with 
metonymy (kināyah), nor is Arabic metonymy understood in the same way as 
English metonymy (Harb). Arabic metonymy is, however, given serious atten- 
tion in the Dald’ il,” where the standard example is “long of the sword strap" to 
describe a tall man. Al-Gurgani defines metonymy as “when the speaker intends 
to affirm a certain mental content but does not speak of that mental content 
using the vocal form placed for it in the lexicon. Rather, the speaker comes to 
another mental content that follows or succeeds the first mental content in the 
sphere of existence" When you think of a long sword strap, you think of the tall 
man who must wear it. 

The most famous subdivison of metaphor (isti ārah) is make-believe (tahyil). 
Al-Gurgani’s development of this concept has received substantial attention from 
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scholars, most notably in the remarkable volume of essays and translations edited 
by Geert Jan van Gelder and Marlé Hammond.” Make-believe is about combina- 
tions of imagery, and in the process of combining images the poet completely 
destabilizes the usual relationships of predication and the usual connections 
between vocal forms and groups of mental content. Make-believe has to start 
in sensory reality but then escape it. The audience needs to get on board with 
the process, but the aesthetic rewards are substantial. New forms of combined 
and interacting mental content are produced: new poetic images. Al-Gurģānīs 
technical phrase for these new images was sürat al-ma‘nd, a new terminological 
label for the form taken by a certain syntactical combination of mental contents, 
described by Harb as “the final image in which a meaning is articulated." 

There was a precedent for understanding a reasoned set of mental contents as a 
"form" (sūrah), and it is to be found in logic, where Ibn Sinà used the phrase "form 
of composition" (sūrat at-ta lif) for the form that a logical statement takes in the 
mind, and al-Fārābī had used sarah for the form in which a logical statement 
combined subject, predicate, and copula.” Both thought that logical statements 
created fixed and functional patterns of reasoned mental contents. These patterns 
were in the mind, and they produced logical conclusions. Al-Gurģānī then used 
sürah for the final form taken by a set of mental contents in the minds of audience 
members when they had finished listening to (or reading) and thinking about a 
single image. 

Logic also provided al-Gurģānī with a tool to explain how make-believe com- 
parisons differed from other comparison, and this tool was conversion (‘aks). A 
simple comparison could be easily converted: "Zayd is a lion" can be converted 
into “a lion is Zayd" without changing the mental content. But a comparison 
between a persons manners and musk in which the point of comparison is their 
shared pleasantness cannot so easily be converted. One can say, "he has manners 
like musk” but one cannot say "this musk is like his manners" without entering 
the zone of make-believe.” It is only in the zone of make-believe that musk could 
be imagined to have manners. The musk changes from being an animal secretion 
with a sweet scent (in "he has manners like musk”) to being a make-believe person 
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who behaves sweetly (in “this musk is like his manners?) For al-Gurģānī, it is the 
logical mechanism of conversion that helps us see this. 

Al-Gurģānīs poetics depended on these logical mechanisms because it was 
reason, not words, that created truth. It was impossible for a rational judgment 
to be dependent on a linguistic formulation, because the lexicon was only signs 
and marks that have no mental content until they are used to indicate some- 
thing.” As Khalfallah has observed, “dans toutes les occurences où Pauteur 
parle du ‘aql ou de ma'gūl, il fait en réalité référence au sens que l'intellect 
perçoit à travers lévocation du mot?** And the conceptual vocabulary for map- 
ping these rational processes came from logic. It did not come from theology, 
where the only conceptual resources al-Gurģānī would have had were remarks 
such as ‘Abd al-Gabbar’s that “language that goes beyond the lexicon may be 
more eloquent because it is like reasoning with the lexicon; most likely, how- 
ever, it is more eloquent because it makes additions to lexical precedent”* ‘Abd 
al-Gabbar did not recognize, as al-Gurģānī did, the centrality of the cognitive 
process and of mental content therein (as noted by Larkin and, in an engaging 
brief survey from outside the Arabist field, Michiel Leezenberg).* This is one of 
the moments—of which there are many (see Larkin)**—in which it seems very 
much as if al-Gurgani was reacting to Mu tazilī theories that, although they 
identified syntax as important, had failed to provide any account of how lan- 
guage users made connections between vocal form and mental content. “Makes 
additions to lexical precedent” was simply not a sufficient explanation for 
al-Gurgani. In ‘Abd al-Gabbar’s epistemology we read of vocal forms that can 
sound nicer than others, and mental contents that can be more elevated than 
others. But he thought that there could be no aesthetic quality in mental content 
because an ugly-sounding word could indicate a pure and beautiful idea; beauty 
could therefore reside only in vocal form." Al-Gurgani disagreed. 
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SYNTAX TIME 


Lexicography claimed to be static, and although the dictionaries themselves were 
constantly and iteratively being developed, the new lexical placements they docu- 
mented claimed permanence. But in poetics, the movement of mental content was 
the core of the theory. Al-Gurģānīs poetics was a theory of syntax, and it is in the 
very nature of syntax that the language user moves along the sentence as a series of 
discrete steps, with their cognitive processes changing along the way. This meant 
that the passage of time, and the interface of time with mental content, was one of 
al-Gurģānīs central dynamics. 

He wrote:* "If you want to define analogy, even though there is very little need 
to do so. If you want to be able to identify it without pausing, then consider what 
al-Buhturi said:”** 


Coming close to the hands of those who seek favor 
but remote. A liberality beyond every rival 

above everyone else in the game. 

Immoderately high like the moon 

his light the good fortune of companionship 

for a band of night travelers. 


This was written by al-Buhturi (d. 987) in praise of his patron. Think, says 
al-Gurģānī, "think of the state you are in, and the state of the mental content that 
is with you when you are in the first line ["Coming close to the hands of those 
who seek favor . . ?], heedless of the second line [“Immoderately high like the 
moon . . ?]. You have not contemplated how the second line will rescue the first 
line, nor how it will provide an analogy for the first line. The analogy will con- 
cern something that a persons eyes dictate to them, something to which a persons 
sight leads them. Then, when you have grasped the analogy and considered its two 
parts, compare the two states you have been in. You will see the distance you have 
traveled and how much more firmly the mental content you have is fixed after the 
second line. . . . You will then grant me the truth of my analysis?" 
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In order to understand the power of analogy, al-Gurgani wants you to travel 
through syntax time and notice how different you feel after the journey. The first 
line in Arabic is, "Coming close to the hands of those who seek favor. . . . above 
everyone else in the game” On hearing this line (which the lineation of my trans- 
lation has turned into three lines), you grasp that the patron is aloof and more 
generous than his peers, but that is all you grasp. Then you hear the second line: 
"Immoderately high like the moon . . . for a band of night travelers" This is an 
analogy, a tamtīl. (The Arabic term literally means "the making of an example”) It 
is a sensory analogy; you imagine looking up at the moon in the sky, and suddenly 
the patrons aloof generosity has new dimensions: he shines, and the light he pro- 
vides guides those beneath. By the end of the second line, at the end of the analogy, 
you have a great deal more to think about. 

Time also controlled ambiguity. In the American twentieth century, John 
Ransom (d. 1974) famously wrote that ambiguity arises when two different read- 
ings are possible, or when there is a certain diffuseness in the reference.** Classical 
Arabic poetics, with a technique based around the movement of mental contents 
that was more mechanical than New Criticism, dealt with ambiguity through the 
relationship between vocal form and mental content. Ar-Rāģib had stated in his 
poetics that one could intend two different mental contents with a single vocal 
form. In Rabi ah b. Maqrüms (d. ca. 672) line: 


Water, its supply tainted, deserted. 
The wild beasts dig at its edges. 


the vocal form “water” indicated both a liquid and a place.* Ar-Rāģibs lexico- 
graphical framework did not include a consideration of the syntax time that 
passed as the audience read or heard this poem, and he implied that the vocal 
form indicated two mental contents at the same time. 

However, when al-Gurģānī discussed a similar phenomenon in the Dalā'il, he 
wrote that an indefinite noun, when found at the start of a phrase, could frame the 
audience' response by telling them that what followed would fall into a certain 
class of thing. So if one heard: "only evil makes a fanged animal snarl,” one would 
be alerted upon hearing “evil” to the fact that speaker intended to talk about some- 
thing, not yet precisely defined, that was not good.” The use of a definite article here 
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would have produced different, albeit equally inauspicious, mental content: "only 
the evil...” But, wrote al-Gurgani, one could also use an indefinite noun in a situa- 
tion where the intent was not to frame what followed as belonging to a certain class 
of things. If you say, “Did a man come, or two men?” then the mental content that 
you intend with “a man” is not the class of men. With “evil? the indefinite vocal form 
leads the audience to consider a class of evil things. But with “a man, the indefinite 
vocal form leads the audience to consider a single undefined man. As al-Gurgani 
put it: “The vocal form can indicate two matters, and then the intent can determine 
one of them and exclude the other. The excluded matter, because it is not part of the 
intent, becomes as if it is no longer part of the indication of the vocal form.” 

Grammar provides options, and speakers choose between them. Syntax has 
rules. Although a vocal form can be potentially ambiguous, when the mind of 
the audience comes to the end of the sentence, there is no space for ambiguity 
or diffusion. The gap between the potential ambiguity and the eventual certainty 
is a gap in time. Time was what al-Gurģānīs theory of creative syntax exploited. 
He disagreed with ar-Ragib about the possibility of two mental contents being in 
play at the same time. Whereas ar-Ragib used a model of static and paradigmati- 
cally lexical connections between vocal form and mental content, al-Gurģānīs 
model of creative syntax enabled the poet to negotiate ambiguity as the sentence 
developed. 

Arabic grammar had an established discourse about elision, the functions it 
performed, and the contexts in which it occurred. But al-Gurģānī connected 
elision to poetic affect. He knew that this was a theoretical intervention, writing 
that a serious reader of his monograph would come to see that when "I empha- 
size and elevate elision to a position where it is almost magic and overwhelms 
the mind, the situation is in fact as I say it is”> It was an intervention that, as 
Baalbaki has shown, consciously expanded grammar into aesthetics. One par- 
ticular short section on elision in the Dalā'il starts with a deliberate irony of 
presentation. With a rhetorical flourish, al-Gurģānī wrote that this section was 
only for those who were really interested in the minutiae of poetics and moti- 
vated to discover how reason works. Such people, his desired audience, "do not 
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race to the first thing that occurs to their minds.” For theory requires a slower 
reading process. But the theory that he is talking about in this section is about 
the aesthetic impact of the first thing that occurs to ones mind! Al-Gurgani had 
an ethics of reading for theory and criticism that valorized slow, iterative pro- 
cess through long books, yet here that criticism is an ethics of reading sentences 
that values the speed with which images present themselves. (On that speed, see 
Harb and Abu Deeb.)* In this section, al-Gurģānī took the following image from 
al-Buhturi:*° 


How often you defend me from 
the burden of each new event 
intensity of days that cut 

to the bone. 


and focused on the phrase “cut to the bone.” He wrote that in the elision of “flesh” 
(“cut [the flesh] to the bone,” the phrase not having in Arabic quite the ubiquity it 
has now in English) there was a “wonderful and glorious something extra” 

The impact of elision came from the steps of reasoned imagination that the lis- 
tener no longer had to take. If the poet had included the flesh and written, “inten- 
sity of days that cut the flesh to the bone,’ then the audience would have imagined, 
after hearing the word “flesh” and before hearing the words "cut to the bone,” that 
the cutting of flesh in question was a matter of flesh wounds, or skinning, or some 
other way in which flesh can be cut. Then when they heard the words “to the bone,” 
they would have realized what type of cutting was intended. But the power of eli- 
sion in this case was to “free the listener from that imagination, to make the mental 
content occur at the first moment and to allow the listener to conceive in his soul 
from the very beginning that that cut went through the flesh and nothing stopped 
it until it reached the bone?** This was the best kind of conception for al-Gurģānī, 
imagery that was in the soul and more eloguent than if it had been indicated by 
vocal form, and yet imagery that relied entirely on syntax creating meaning in 
time. His literary criticism took Ibn Sīnās logical vocabulary of mental contents 
conceived in the soul and turned that vocabulary to the diagnosis of affect across 
the time it took to read a sentence. 
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LEXICAL ACCURACY (HAQIQAH) 


Lexical accuracy was a fundamental aspect of language that the critic could iden- 
tify regardless of whether the techniques in play were classed as comparison, 
analogy, metaphor, make-believe, or metonymy. Lexical accuracy was central to 
al-Gurģānīs project. But how did he think of the lexicon? He certainly knew the 
lexicographers, remarking that when the authors of dictionaries (such as Abū 
al-‘Abbas Ta'lab, d. 904) gave their books titles such as The Eloquent (al-Fasih), 
the eloquence to which they were referring was only a matter of precedent and 
adherence to morphological and lexical rules.” Al-Gurģānī thought that while 
the lexicon was the structural foundation for language use, it was not the source 
of aesthetic value or creativity; beauty came from syntax and from metaphor." 
Al-Gurgani moved away from previous theories of Arabic poetics grounded 
in the lexicon. They had assumed words could have more meaning when used 
in poetry, that when vocal forms were in poetic images they could suddenly start 
referring to more mental content than usual. This had tended to be the assumption 
behind the valorization of concision by ar-Ragib and others. Al-Gurģānī, on the 
other hand, wrote at the end of the Dalā il that the collections of mental content 
entrusted to each vocal form never change beyond the lexical placement intended 
by the language giver. He too was discussing the aesthetic value of concision, but 
he wanted to clarify that eloquent concision that communicated “a lot of mental 
content with a little vocal form” did not change the actual lexical-placement con- 
nections between vocal forms and collections of mental content. In al-Gurģānīs 
theory, via a purely cognitive process, the initial mental content that resulted 
from a vocal form could connect to other, subsequent, mental contents and cre- 
ate a poetic image without altering any original lexical connections. What made 
al-Gurģānīs theory different was that it turned a static, lexicographical model into 
a dynamic, syntactical one. Rather than words having more meaning when poets 
put them into images, the words kept their meanings, and it was the syntax that 
created new forms of meaning in the audience’s mind. Rather than poetry break- 
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ing down lexical accuracy, poets instead used syntax to create images that com- 
bined lexical accuracy with imaginative predications. 

Al-Gurgani held that critics could recognize beauty in literature only when they 
understood the mechanisms by which it moved in relation to languages lexical 
foundations. (Stefan Sperl would reach the same conclusion as al-Guršānī many 
centuries later, writing of "the creation of concord or discord between signifier 
and signified” as the defining characteristic of what he called the “mannerism” of 
the ninth-century poets such as Abū Tammam.)'? The primary structure govern- 
ing language in the lexicon was, as we have already seen, the distinction between 
lexical accuracy (Aiaqiqah) and language that went beyond the lexicon (magaz). 
In order to explain how poetic imagery could be both unreal and lexically accu- 
rate, al-Gurģānī made a distinction between lexical accuracy as it applied to single 
words and lexical accuracy as it applied to sentences or clauses. (See Heinrichs, 
who is keen to make a distinction between aesthetic and theological disciplines, 
a distinction that I am comfortable allowing to collapse.)'^ In sentences, lexical 
accuracy was a matter of predication: was A really B? (The single-lexeme verb 
was included with sentences because in Arabic it contained a pronoun and there- 
fore an affirmation: “He did") When it came to single words, al-Gurģānī had 
his own account of lexical placement. Every word used according to its original 
placement was lexically accurate if the connection between vocal form and mental 
content was direct and simple. In an aside that can have been intended only for his 
Mu tazili interlocutors, al-Gurgani added that you could, if you wanted, call that 
lexical placement "the process of lexical placement,” which was the term used by 
"Abd al-Gabbār, among others, to claim that language was constantly being cre- 
ated by human lexical placement rather than having been created all at one time 
by God.” In any case—and here he adopted the same tone as Ibn Sīnā—it doesn't 
matter whether one thinks that language was imposed in a divine act of placement 
or that it had developed iteratively according to shared convention from the earli- 
est Arabic tribal dialects to the present day. In either case, the same definition of 
lexical accuracy applies.’ It is a matter of how one uses words. 
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Lexical accuracy was a guality that all words could have, right down to simple 
particles of comparison such as "like” If you say "Zayd is like a lion” then you 
are using "like” with lexical accuracy; comparison is a mental content like any 
other, and it is connected by precedent to the vocal form “like?” Conversely, if 
you use "the hand" for "the blessing" because humans have tended to use their 
hands to give blessings, then the word can be judged to be beyond the lexicon. 
(This is a reference to the exegetical discussion about God's hands in the Quran 
and anthropomorphism.)" But even here the original lexical placement is still in 
play: without some maintenance of reference to the human appendage the meta- 
phorical usage makes no sense." 

Think, said al-Gurgani, about how you use the word “lion” to refer to the wild 
beast. “You will see how your statement fulfills all its own requirements. This is 
because your intent was that to which you know the word ‘lion’ connects according 
to lexical placement. You are also aware that this connection does not rely on any- 
thing other than the wild beast. You are not forced by some potential confusion or 
the memory of some concept to conceive of an additional principle that could lead 
you to the wild beast"? This is al-Gurģānīs lexically accurate account, and its defi- 
nition contains the seeds of his entire critical project. "Lexical accuracy” is the name 
for the connection between vocal form and mental content that you make when 
you are simply following the precedent of other language users. All language users, 
wherever they are, can be placers of the lexicon according to al-Gur£ani; he says 
that this is why he deliberately kept the nouns in his definition of lexical accuracy 
indefinite (“a placement by a placer”). This direct connection between vocal form 
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and mental content, enabled by precedent, can be recognized by the absence of any 
need to rely on any other cognitive component. As soon as some memory of the 
speech acts context, or some commitment to reading metaphorically, Or some sur- 
face lack of clarity intervenes, the direct link is broken, and the audience starts try- 
ing to connect the lexically accurate mental content to some other mental content 
in order for the speech act to make sense. The resultant mental gymnastics, which 
can be very simple or tremendously complex, are what make language beautiful. 

But the lexicon was always present, anchoring the aesthetically pleasing loops of 
mental content. The lexicon was, for al- Gurģānī, the naming precedent of the speech 
community, constantly in development. It, was communal habit that governed 
the success or failure of metaphor, not divine precedent. So although the prophet 
Muhammad had compared the believer to a date palm (for its firm roots, etc.), one 
cannot simply say "I saw a date palm” and have it mean that you saw a believer. 
Al-Gurģānī borrows a phrase from Sibawayh here: this mistake would make you “a 
riddler who has abandoned the sort of speech that goes straight to peoples hearts? 
(Sibawayh had been talking about declensions of case and elided verbs, whereas 
al-Gur£àni was talking about metaphor, but the invective proved attractive.) 

How did al-Gurģānī conceive of this lexicon's functioning? If there was no 
divine moment of original lexical placement, and no sociocultural curation by an 
elite class of lexicographers, what was the accurate mental content delineated by an 
act of lexical placement? In the Asrār, al-Gurģānī provided an answer through an 
analogy to changes of costume. He was explaining how metaphors always had an 
underlying comparison, even in the absence of a particle such as “like” or “as,” and 
this explanation relied on the concept of accuracy." The single noun, he wrote, is a 
shape that indicates the class of a thing. It is like the clothing of kings, or of market 
folk. You can take off those clothes, remove every indication that a person belongs 
to the market or the monarchy, and then dress each in the clothes of the other, 
leaving the audience unable to perceive the change without external corrobora- 
tion. If you do this, then you have borrowed the shape and clothes of market folk 
or kings, and done so "accurately?"* If, however, you do not completely denude 
the person of every single mental content that indicates their status, and some 
indication remains that the person is in fact a king or from the market, then you 
have not accurately borrowed the clothes or the shape of the noun. The metaphor 
depends on the accuracy: all the clothes have to change in order for the audience 
to be forced to look outside the syntax; this is how metaphors work. There is also a 
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difference between the way a noun behaves and the way a garment behaves: while 
the garment is a single thing that can have distinguishing properties, the shape ofa 
noun actually determines a group of things together, and it is this group of mental 
contents that indicates the class of thing shaped by the noun.” Garments do not 
make metaphors; nouns make metaphors. 

What al-Gurgani has done here is explain how his accurate lexical placement 
works. Nouns indicate groups of mental contents, and if a noun is used to refer to 
the whole group of mental contents, then it is being used accurately. The lexically 
accurate single noun was therefore a type of connection between vocal form and 
mental content in which a vocal form indicated all the mental contents that prec- 
edent had associated with that noun. What this means is that a noun can be used in 
a make-believe and metaphorical way but still be considered accurate because it is 
still indicating its full set of mental contents. If we could think of Ibn Fūraks use of 
mental content as a set of pigeonholes into which rationally commensurate qualities 
and ideas could be slotted, we can think of al-Gurģānīs mental contents as bundles 
of qualities and ideas that help constitute an essence (on which see more below) 
and that are attached to vocal forms by precedent. If the whole bundle is there in 
the audiences mind, then the word remains accurate, however unreal the image. 

This maintenance of the accurate account in a metaphor is what often gives 
metaphors their strength. Al-Gurģānī ends this passage with the following exam- 
ple: "If someone hears you say ‘Zayd is a lior and fails to imagine that you intend 
lior accurately, then the name lior will not adhere to Zayd, and you will not have 
borrowed it for Zayd in a sound and complete fashion”? Metaphors depend on 
the accurate account remaining in play, but al-Gurģānīs accurate account is not 
like ar-Rāģibs fixed and curated dictionary connection. It is rather a value that 
attaches to the connection made in a speech act between the vocal form of a noun 
and a collection of mental contents. The full bundle of mental contents that is 
attached to the vocal form "lion" must remain in play when we compare Zayd to a 
lion because he is brave: if only the bravery is in play, then we are just using "lion" 
asa noun that means "brave; and the image is not a metaphor. The audience has to 
imagine that you mean “lion” accurately in order for the image to work. 

Al-Gurģānīs starting point had been that established by preceding generations 
of scholars: going beyond the lexicon (magaz) is what happens when someone 
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uses a vocal form and intends mental content not its own.’ And the choice to be 
lexically accurate or go beyond the lexicon was the speaker's; a factually or empir- 
ically incorrect statement could still be “accurate for the person who said it? 
Al-Gurģānī wrote that going beyond the lexicon was a broad category that encom- 
passed metaphor, metonymy, and analogy," and this had naturally led critics to 
associate it with aesthetic quality: “always more eloquent than lexical accuracy? 
But the situation was not that simple. (See Heinrichs.) "It has been our custom to 
say about the difference between lexical accuracy and going beyond the lexicon the 
following: lexical accuracy is when the vocal form keeps to its place in the lexicon, 
and going beyond is when it ceases to be in that place and is used somewhere other 
than its lexical placement""^ But what happens is in fact the complete opposite. 
When we call a brave man a lion, we have not completely moved the vocal form 
“lion” away from its lexical meaning; what we have done is claim that the man is 
included in the mental content of "lion? The metaphor is in the predication, not in 
the word itself. The vocal form “lion” still means “lion,” because it is clearly invalid 
to imagine that the speaker of the phrase “he is a lion" meant only and exactly “he is 
brave” There must be more to what the speaker meant than simply “he is brave: 

Al-Gurģānī had abandoned the established consensus that lexical accuracy was 
a stable category of reference and that going beyond the lexicon was constituted 
by any and all deviations from that category. Instead, lexical accuracy was a zone 
or principle that anchored and caused affect. It was not a hermetically sealed cat- 
egory. When we say “the man is a lion,’ the lexically accurate mental content of 
that fearsome beast is still in play. (Cf. Heinrichs.)"* What anchors the metaphor 
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is the bundle of accurate mental contents for “lion,” which includes the strength 
and fearlessness of the animal. This new way of looking at the categories of lexi- 
cal accuracy and going beyond the lexicon meant that al-Gurģānī could no lon- 
ger sustain the taxonomical clarity that had led ar-Ragib to say that any elision or 
abbreviation was a departure from the lexicon. Such extraneous alterations in the 
vocal forms had no significance for al-Gur£ani; they did not involve the intent to 
communicate extra mental content. (See Heinrichs.)"* What interested al-Gurgani 
was images. Images are sentences or clauses, predications or affirmations in which 
the poet claims that something is something else: he is a lion, or she is a gazelle. On 
thelevel of the sentence, there is no lexical accuracy, because the person in question 
is not actually a lion or a gazelle. But on the level of the individual word, there is 
lexical accuracy, because the poet intends the whole bundle of mental contents that 
precedent has connected to the vocal form "lion" or "gazelle" to be in play. Lexical 
accuracy therefore helps explain why images create more affect than factual state- 
ments: it is the combination of loss of accuracy on the sentence level with mainte- 
nance of accuracy on the word level that makes "he is a lion" more beautiful than 
"he is brave? 

Al-Gurģānī used the standard example of “he is a lion" to establish his theory 
of lexical accuracy, predication, and metaphor. But the goal of this theory was not 
to explain such commonplace statements. The target of his criticism was the most 
famous and complex images of Classical Arabic poetry. Let us take the toolbox 
we have assembled in the paragraphs above and turn to the make-believe meta- 
phor and a subdivision thereof in which the poet pretends that neither metaphor 
nor any points of actual comparison are relevant any longer. The poem is now 
functioning in a wholly imaginary but still lexically accurate sphere. When Abü 
Tammam (d. 845) wrote in an elegy for a general that:"? 


He rose so high 

that the ignorant thought 
he had work to do 

in the sky, 


he was pretending to forget the underlying comparison of physical ascent with 
increased social status and was instead constructing a new comparison in the 
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sphere of make-believe. Without the pretending-to-forget, the image has no 
impact. This process revolved, for al-Gurģānī, around the wonder experienced by 
the audience. (This wonder is also the starting point for Harbs analyses.) What is 
interesting for our purposes here is the role that lexical accuracy played in his theory. 

Al-Gurģānī was dealing at this point in the Dala’il with a phrase from a poem 
by al-Farazdaq:* 


My forefather is the more praiseworthy of the two heavy rains. 


The critic first identified the absence of an explicit comparison made between the 
bountiful behavior of the poet's forefather and the bountiful impact of the rain, as 
if “it was not even in the poet’s mind that the phrase went beyond the lexicon? 
The poet also appears to assume that the similarity of forefather and bounteous 
rain is well established and well known. Then, al-Gurgàni notes that the specific 
grammatical structure of the phrase in Arabic forces the audience to imagine two 
rains together, one of which is the forefather. The Arabic syntax makes it very dif- 
ficult for the audience to think of the forefather and the rain as two separate things. 
(A phrase such as *he is comparable to the rain" would allow this, and thereby cre- 
ate less wonder.) It is exactly because it is difficult to get out of the image and back 
to the real world of comparison that this kind of poetry has aesthetic value. What 
matters to al-Gurģānī is that “departure from the lexicon is joined with lexical 
accuracy in the compact of the dual form of the noun”*+ Arabic nouns can have 
singular, dual, or plural forms. In this case, "two rains" is a single lexeme, ģaytāni, 
in which al-Gurgani locates a lexically accurate rain, a rain that goes beyond the 
lexicon, and the poetic affect itself. Next, al-Gurģānī turned to an image from 
al-Buhturi that praised a patrons lion-hunting ability: 


You are the two hardest-fighting lions 
I have ever seen at war. 


The patron becomes a lion in the image (beyond the lexicon) while the lion he is 
fighting remains a lion (lexically accurate). 
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In these three examples (rising in the sky, the two rains, and the two lions) 
we can see the framework provided by grammatical structures in syntax for the 
cognitive process catalyzed by poetry; al-Gurgani located the power of the image 
of the two rains in the Arabic declension of a noun as dual. We can also see his 
understanding of lexical accuracy as a dynamic category: these are make-believe 
images far removed from reality; no one actually fought with any lions or became 
a downpour, and yet the epistemological category of lexical accuracy remains in 
play. It anchors al-Gurģānīs analyses. A make-believe situation can itself be read 
as containing accurate accounts; the poet creates a new accuracy when he makes 
a man into a lion that actually fights another lion. This is not accuracy as Ibn Sīnā 
or Ibn Fürak understood it. It is closest to the accuracy of ar-Rāģib, but whereas 
the lexicographer ar-Rāģib had such a static understanding of lexical connections 
that he had to categorize all poetic action (and dialect) as going beyond the lexi- 
con, al-Gurganis sense of lexical accuracy as dynamic allowed him to explain how 
images can be both true and false. 


SYNTAX (NAZM) 


Syntax was the base structure of language in which the axes and zones of poetic 
technique played out. Syntax was also al-Gurģānīs central resolution for the prob- 
lem of how the Quran is inimitably eloquent. This diagnosis enabled him to com- 
plete the work of the Asrār and in the Dala’il extend his account of beauty in 
language to cover everything about words and how they relate to each other: all 
the quality he located in poetry and eloquent prose came from combinations of 
words. (See Antonella Ghersetti.)$ 

When God said in the Quran that “those who fear God are the scholars,” his 
specific intent could not be recovered by a paraphrase that altered the syntax. "The 
scholars fear God” does not have the same mental content." Our minds react 
differently to the two phrases, and our disparate reactions can be traced through 
the time it takes to hear or read the sentence. During this time, there is more hap- 
pening in the syntax than simply word order and grammatical particles. Syntax 
requires the inclusion of metaphor, metonymy, and analogy to achieve its aesthetic 
goal.: But at the same time syntax, as a zone of analysis, remained “the pursuit 
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of the mental contents of grammar? Al-Gurģānīs poetics in the Asrar and Dalā'il 
was a study of the aesthetic functions of those mental contents. (He dealt with 
their strictly grammatical functions elsewhere; see Versteegh.)"? 

In his section in the Dala’il on predication, al-Gurģānī dealt with the definite 
article ("the") and the different ways in which it can deliver the mental content of 
prior knowledge, completeness, or paradigmatic nature. This productive variation 
is called by al-Gurgani the “ineffable magic of clarity" He did not use grammar 
as just a source of epistemological frameworks to explain metaphor and compari- 
son; he invested grammatical categories with aesthetic value. He located beauty 
in the definite article. There was no more powerful instantiation of the definite 
article, al-Gurģānī wrote, than the pronoun that in Arabic introduces the definite 
relative clause (^which/who"). It impacts on imagination. Al-Gurgani started off 
with two lines of poetry that at the time of the Dalā'il were around 450 and 300 
years old, respectively. The first was from Huggayah b. al-Mudarrab (fl. ca. seventh 
century):'^ 


It is your brother who will answer your call when misfortune strikes; 
if you are angry he will be angry, 
angry with the sword. 


The second was from Baššār b. Burd (d. 784):* 


It is your brother who if you doubt him will say 
T must have given cause to doubt. 

If you then criticize him 

he will accept it. 


Al-Gurģānīs analysis of these verses focused on the imaginary estimations in 
the audiences mind. Just as the definite article could make the listener imagine 
the paradigmatic instance of a class and then subsequently realize that the per- 
son being described was one such paradigm, so in these two quotations the rela- 
tive pronoun "who" makes the listener estimate a person who could behave as 
the poets describe. Such a person then appears in the audiences mind without 
them actually knowing such a person. This is how the poet teaches the listener to 
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connect this ideal imagined person with the brother they may actually know.'* 
Poetry creates imagined images in the minds of the audience, and the epistemo- 
logical structure that brought al-Gurģānī to this conclusion was grammar. It was 
a structure he reified and with which he was constantly in dialogue. (See Baalbaki 
on this same topic of the relative pronoun.) 

Grammar provided al-Gurgani with epistemological structures and a concep- 
tual vocabulary to describe the impact that language had, across syntax time, on 
the mind of a speaker. (This was itself an intervention in grammatical theory, as 
Ghersetti and Baalbaki have shown.) It was al-Gurģānīs answer to the guestion, 
Why do certain images affect us so much? The achievement of his literary-critical 
project was to explain how the simple, logical mechanics of grammar manipulate 
our mental contents in a process that develops across the time it takes a listener to 
hear and fully apprehend an image. In poetry, words affect us in series, and gram- 
mar is the only way to explain this effect. 

Let us end this section with one of al-Gurģānīs examples of superlative syn- 
tax in poetry. These three lines are from a poem by Ibrāhīm b. al-' Abbas as-Süli 
(d. 861), praising his employer in the caliphal bureaucracy, vizier to three succes- 
sive caliphs and patron of translations from Greek, Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Malik 
az-Zayyāt (d. 847).5 These lines are all that has been preserved from the poem: 


Should an epoch fade, a master be disavowed, 
enemies take power, and a protector be absent, 

My home would be outside Ahwaz 

on high ground. 

But measures have passed, and matters have occurred. 
And I hope after this, 

Muhammad, 

for the best that a brother and a vizier can expect. 
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Al-Gurģānī located the beauty in four syntactic moves: (1) the poet's decision to 
place the temporal adverbial element "should (an epoch fade)" before the verb that 
governs it: "(my home) would be? (2) The decision to fully conjugate that verb, 
"be? (3) The decision to make “an epoch, “a master? “enemies,” and “a protector” 
indefinite. (4) The use of the passive “a master be disavowed” instead of an active 
“I disavowed a master” Al-Gurgani wrote that these four moves created the beauty 
and that they were all “the mental content of grammar, as you can see? 

If we unpack these moves using his methodology, we see that starting with the 
adverbial element (1) creates dramatic tension throughout the first line, a sense of 
as-yet-unexplained high stakes that would be absent if the poet had written “my 
home would be outside Ahwaz on high ground should an epoch fade? Then (2), 
the rules of Arabic grammar would have permitted the poet to use an invariable 
perfect verb "to be" in the second line. Such an invariable verb would have placed 
the being of the house in the same tense and aspect as the fading, disavowing, 
taking power and being absent of the first line. As it is, however, the feminine 
imperfect verb chosen both tells the reader to expect a grammatically feminine 
subject (which turns out to be the house), and places the presence of the house 
in an imperfect tense, which denotes continuing action. It is as if we switch from 
an epic hypothetical ("should an epoch fade") to the reality of a domestic present 
(“my home would be”). The string of indefinite nouns at the beginning of the quo- 
tation (3) has the same effect that al-Gurģānī discussed above with “an evil"^ The 
audience is free to consider all kinds of epochs, masters, enemies, and protectors, 
right up until the appearance of the patron (“Muhammad”). By the time we arrive 
at the end of the quotation (or perhaps earlier, if we had access to the whole poem), 
we know that the poet is talking about his relationship with his own employer and 
patron. But by using the passive voice (“to be disavowed”) instead of making it 
dear that he would be doing the disavowing (4—which is al-Gurģānīs reading), 
the poet maintains the universal and hypothetical voice of the first line. The pas- 
sive voice keeps the direction of rejection imprecise: the master could be himself 
reviled by the caliph, or the master could be rejected by his own poet. Syntax 
works to deliver all these effects. 
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LOGIC AND GRAMMAR 


Al-Gurģānī wrote at the beginning of the Asrār that it was impossible to imagine 
metaphor being a cognitive process unigue to the Arabs. To think such a thing 
would be eguivalent to believing that only Arabic could produce speech from 
two nouns put together, or a noun and a verb, or that only Arabic could main- 
tain a variety of means of predication.*? The fact of the matter was that universal 
rules existed, and one could produce a formal definition about a linguistic mat- 
ter that would apply in any language. The example al-Gurģānī gave later on in 
the Asrār for such a rule was "The predicate is what can be true or false” and 
then he went on to make the following passionate complaint: "There are many 
rules such as these, and this is just one of the issues that people forget and that 
confuses them to such an extent that they think that this discipline of knowledge 
has no rational laws and that its quaestiones resemble the lexicon in that they 
are conventional and can be imagined, transferred, or exchanged. Their error 
in this point has become atrocious, and this is not the place to speak about it 
further” What al-Gur£ani was saying is that grammar is a linguistic discipline 
but that it is logical, and its logic can be universal. He thought that seeing the 
predicate as a place for truth conditions was a grammatical way of thinking. Like 
Ibn Sinà, al-Gurgani had no time for the idea that grammar was for the Arabs 
and logic for universally rational philhellenic philosophers. But unlike Ibn Sina, 
al-Gurģānīs logic was a logic of grammar; it was logic as grammar, and gram- 
mar as logic. 

This collapse of grammar into logic and vice versa appears problematic from 
our twenty-first-century perspective. It would also have been a problem for Ibn 
Sinà, whose Aristotelian heritage gave him a disciplinary incentive to separate 
logic from other sciences. Ibn Sinà would probably have agreed with Quine that 
“logic chases truth up the tree of grammar.” But for al-Gurģānī, a grammarian 
writing language theory after Ibn Sina, there was no such problem. A very short 
detour into Quine may be useful here, because although he was writing in the 
post-Fregean twentieth century, Quine was clear, like Ibn Sina, that logic needed 
to chase grammar up the tree in order to succeed. Quine’s statement that “logic 
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explores the truth conditions of sentences in the light of how the sentences are 
grammatically constructed” could have come from Ibn Sīnā; "in the light of” was 
what Ibn Sīnā meant by the "patterns” of vocal forms that carried over into and 
affected mental contents. But al-Gurģānī went further than either Ibn Sina or 
Quine with his assumption that logic was grammar and grammar was logic. 

The best way to parse the three scholars' attitudes is to focus on the extent to 
which each was concerned with the extramental world. The truth that Ouines 
logic (like Gottlob Freges) cared about was a truth of things out there in the world. 
But the truth that al-Gurģānī cared about was cognitive: it was a truth of mental 
content that could, in rules such as the one above about the predicate, be univer- 
sal. This was also, I think, Ibn Sīnās ultimate concern: his logic was about how the 
mind worked and about creating new knowledge, not about predicting how the 
world was. (Other parts of his philosophy did do that, of course.) Looking at it 
this way makes Ibn Sina and al-Gurgani appear similar, and different from Quine. 
Eleventh-century Arabic was committed to, and used ma'nā for, logical analyses 
of cognition. Ibn Sina and al-Gurģānī shared an acceptance of the centrality of 
language to those logical analyses. Ibn Sina thought that a central epistemological 
principle such as “predication has truth value” was logic. Al-Gurģānī thought that 
the same principle was grammar. But they were the same thing. 


THE GRAMMAR OF METAPHOR AND COMPARISON 
(ISTI ĀRAH VS. TASBIH) 


Al-Gurģānī, a grammarian by trade and repute, made grammar the fundamental 
explanatory realm of his theory. Syntax was grammar (Larkin).^* And the cen- 
tral dynamic of grammar was the act of predication (Abu Deeb, Khalfallah). In 
fact, all knowledge was grammatical predication, and that predication was either 
affirmation or negation** (On “affirmation,” see Harb.) All lexically accurate 
language revolved around affirmation and negation: "Dont you see that predica- 


tion is the first mental content of speech, the most fundamental, and that upon 
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which all the other mental contents rely and around which they are organized?”** 
This meant that what happened in the human brain was, for al-Gurģānī, grammar. 
Grammar did two things: it set up a series of mutually interacting mental contents 
in the mind, and it was the logical structure according to which the reason could 
predicate (A is B; x is y). Grammar was inevitably mental rather than extramen- 
tal (How could grammar be outside the mind?), and it was also inevitably a lan- 
guage (and a natural language, at that). The language of thought was grammatical. 
One of the most important consequences of this epistemological structure was 
that al-Gurgani, influenced no doubt by the long-established Arabic grammatical 
tradition of positing semantic reconstructions to explain the case of nouns and 
verbs (so "dogs!" is in the accusative case because there is an implied imperative: 
“[Release the] dogs!”), conceived of the language of thought as including mental 
contents not explicitly instantiated in vocal form. If one said, "good" in reply to 
the question "How is Zayd?" one would inevitably be predicating that "good" of 
another piece of mental content impressed alongside it in ones mind: “[Zayd is] 
good: The scale of al-Guršānīs ambition for grammar feels very much like the 
scale of Ibn Sīnās ambition for logic. Mental contents were what mattered, and 
they did not simply reflect vocal forms. 

But the question that al-Gurģānī was asking was: How do vocal forms and 
mental contents combine to create affect? He knew that the answer could not sim- 
ply be grammar: there was no extra quality without craft.“ But he was looking to 
grammar, and to the way that grammar must inevitably be a matter of syntax, to 
explain how affect was created. In the Asrār, he offered a way to look at the differ- 
ence between the broad function of comparison and the specific construction of 
metaphor. He wanted to explain how there were two different processes behind 
"Zayd is a lion" (a comparison) and "I saw a lion" (a metaphor if one is describing 
Zayd).* He wrote that when you decide whether or not a noun is a metaphor, 
you are deciding whether or not it is a predicate. Al-Gurģānī was not doing gram- 
mar here, he was using grammar as an epistemological resource. When he dealt 
with the actual grammar of predication in his long work on syntax, he explained 
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why and how predicates and their attributes had certain case markings.'* Here in 
the Asrār, a work on metaphor, he was using the relationships that grammar had 
established between subjects and predicates to lay out a logical account of how 
reference (the way that vocal forms indicated mental contents) worked in meta- 
phor and in comparison. Ibn Sinà, of course, had used Aristotelian logic to do the 
same job, but Arabic grammar had more traction for al-Gurģānī. (It is, however, 
harder to write about in English, as the following passages will show!) Al-Gurgani 
identified his theory with grammar. He devoted the first two hundred pages of 
the Dalā'il to grammar, and grammar was his epistemological sphere of choice 
throughout both the Dalā il and the Asrār. My use of Quine above was intended 
to frame these accounts of how the linguistic structures behind metaphor are logi- 
cal, but logical through grammar. Al-Gurģānī had a grammatical logic, one far 
removed from our own English conceptual vocabularies, but we know he intended 
it to be universal. 

In the Asrār, al-Gurģānī was making a distinction between metaphor and com- 
parison based on predicates. Predicates either could be the objects of a verb (for 
example, “I am a man" or “I know that man”) or they could be words functioning 
as predicates in what the Arabic grammarians called a “circumstantial construc- 
tion,’ wherein something is added to the predicate (for example, “I brandished a 
sword that was cutting through the enemy) .** Comparisons also have predication; if 
you say “Zayd is a lion,” you make the source (lion) a predicate of the target (Zayd). 
When a noun is predicated of something, this happens in one of two ways: it is 
either an affirmation of a description derived from the predicated action (e.g., the 
departure in the statement "Zayd is departing") or it is an affirmation that some- 
thing belongs to a class (e.g., “this is a man”). The comparison “Zayd is a lion" is 
of the latter type, but the class of "lion" is not accurately affirmed of Zayd; all that 
is being affirmed is a similarity to a class. This is the grammatical background for 
the theoretical statement that al-Gur3ani wanted to make: in the case of “Zayd is a 
lion,” we have brought the noun in order to create a comparison with it right now, 
and we fix it in this new place and make it part of the space of affirmation.'^ So 
al-Gurģānī defines comparison as the grammatical process of pulling a noun into 
the space where predicates affirm. Comparisons are when vocal forms indicate 
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bundles of mental contents, and one piece of mental content is affirmed as belong- 
ing to both vocal forms. The poet makes this affirmation, and the audience reasons 
it. The grammatical structure in which this takes place is predication. 

In metaphors, the grammatical structure of predication is still present, but the 
metaphor itself does not either predicate or affirm. It simply assumes that predica- 
tion has occurred somewhere offstage in the speaker's soul and proceeds on that 
basis. The critical relationship is still between vocal form and mental content. In 
the metaphor “a gazelle sang to us, the vocal form “gazelle,” while actually engaged 
in predicating and affirming something else (that the gazelle is singing), tries to 
take hold of the intended target (a beautiful woman) and claim that she is a mem- 
ber of the class of gazelles, that class for which “gazelle” was first lexically placed.'*9 
The audience realizes that the predication "she is a gazelle" must have taken place 
offstage. Metaphor is different from comparison because of this different relation- 
ship to predication. In a metaphor, wrote al-Gurgani, “The noun is not brought to 
affirm mental content for something, nor are the words lexically placed for that 
reason. Both those things require a subject with a noun as its predicate.” But in 
al-Gurgani’s metaphor, what is being affirmed can be the agent of a verb, or the 
object of a verb, or an annexing noun, or another subject. “In all these cases, you 
speak in order to affirm something other than the mental content of the noun in 
question.” 

This is a critical moment for al-Gurģānī, or at the very least a revealing moment 
for our analyses of him. What makes a metaphor different from a comparison is 
not some relationship with or deviation from the lexicon. (We have already seen 
how lexical accuracy is a quality that can persist in metaphor and provide it with 
impact.) Neither are metaphors different from comparisons because of some rela- 
tionship or lack thereof to extramental reality and the real world outside language. 
What makes a metaphor different from a comparison is a variance in how vocal 
forms are used to indicate mental content. This is a variance that is mapped by 
grammatical structures. The combination of subject and predicate (x is y) is a deci- 
sion to affirm the mental content of a noun, whether with lexical accuracy (Zayd is 
a man) or by going beyond the lexicon in a comparison (Zayd is a lion). Metaphor 
is different: it is what happens when you say “a lion approached me” or “I passed 
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by a lion” In these cases what you are affirming is the approach or the passing by. 
You are not affirming the mental-content bundle of the lion, because the lion is 
the agent of the verb (in the first case) and the indirect object of the verb (in the 
second). It is the same when you say “a gazelle sang to us” and intend a woman 
singing; you are not using the noun "gazelle” to affirm the very comparison that 
you intend. ("Gazelle" is not your predicate.) You do not even mention the target 
of the metaphor. (Cf. Abu Deeb.) Your metaphorical language forces the audience 
to go back to the hidden state of your soul. 


ESSENCE 


Essence is a slightly different technical concept in each of the scholarly disciplines 
dealt with in this book, but in all of them it is an epistemological claim made 
about an ontological reality. Furthermore, in both logic and grammar essence is a 
fundamental structuring principle that was always understood in terms of ma nā. 
When we encountered Ibn Sīnās work on essence and existence (and what-it-is- 
ness), we saw how it was enabled by the Arabic conceptual vocabulary of mental 
content. This also applies to al-Gur£ani, for whom ma'nā was a way to talk about 
essences and accidents in poetry; how a horse, for example, was essentially a horse 
and accidentally brown. The connection between the vocal form "horse" and the 
mental content of horseness was a lexical and accurate connection. But it was also 
another key to the functioning of metaphor that al-Gurģānī was trying to explain. 
Both Larkin and Khalfallah have identified al-Gurģānīs ease and familiarity with 
logical relationships at a basic level (causality, argumentation, and division for 
Khalfallah; “logical parsing of figures" for Larkin).7 What I would like to do here 
is ask how the conceptual vocabulary of mental content enabled al-Gurģānī to 
conceive of essences themselves before considering how they helped him explain 
poetry. 

Larkin put the basic dynamic well: for al-Gurģānī nouns “call up the essence" of 
an entity.”> But what vocabulary did al-Gurģānī use? He said that speakers intend 
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mental contents. He then had an account of how those mental contents connect 
to nouns that was dependent on the lexicon. Bundles of mental content were con- 
nected to nouns, and some pieces of mental content in each bundle were more 
central to a noun than others. The function of the lexicon was to preserve via accu- 
rate connections the full set of reference to the whole bundle. Toward the end of 
the Asrar, al-Gurģānī wrote: suppose that we claim in a metaphor that a man has 
lionness, to the extent that he deserves the name ‘lion’ In this we do not go so far 
as to claim that he has the form and shape of a lion, nor the thick neck nor claws 
of a lion, nor the rest of the descriptions that are externally apparent to the eye. 
Although bravery is one of the most specific and firmest fixed descriptions of the 
lion, the lexicon still placed the name "lion" not with bravery alone but rather with 
a body, form, shape, teeth, claws, and all the other limbs. If the lexicon had placed 
the name "lion" for bravery alone, then it would be an attribute, not a name, and 
everything that is connected to bravery would deserve to be accurately included 
under “lion.” In such a case, even though our metaphor, "he is a lion,” would not 
indicate any mental content not already contained under the name “lion” in its 
original lexical placement, we would still have stripped the name of some of that 
for which it was placed and made it indicate some of the mental contents that are 
internal to the lion and its nature, separate from those mental contents that are 
externally apparent. This change would mean that the name had moved from its 
original place in the lexicon.'^ 

What this long paraphrase tells us is that al-Gurģānī understood the lexicon to 
be made up of names that indicate sets of mental contents through precedent. He 
used the word “definition” (hadd) to refer to this group, but he did not mean the 
formal logical definition that we met in Ibn Sina. Instead, al-Gurģānīs definitions 
were bundles, constellations, sets, or groupings of mental contents. These bundles 
are lexically accurate if and when they are complete. This accuracy is judged, as we 
saw above with the analogy of the king and his clothes, with regard to the impact 
it has on the audience, not the relationship it has to extramental reality. To call the 
use of a noun “lexically accurate” is to say that it must have been intended to refer 
to a person like Zayd or a class of thing like lion. The noun in both “Zayd knows" 
and "the lion knows" is lexically accurate.”* Lexical accuracy is a commitment to 
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use a noun to indicate an actual person or a complete bundle of mental contents. 
Just as in Ibn Fūrak, accuracy is an epistemological value judgment, but here in 
al-Gurgani the intent behind a speech act is being judged, not the truth of a claim 
about divine ontology. 

The reason al-Gurģānī spent so much time explaining these underlying struc- 
tures of language is that poets use them to create beauty. "It is their craft” he wrote, 
"if they want to increase or decrease the virtue of someone, or to praise or blame 
them, to attach some of the descriptions in which the persons shares but that 
are not the lexically accurate reason for the quality in question?" For example, 
al-Buhturi wrote:"* 


The whiteness of the falcon is 
upon consideration 

more truly beautiful 

than the black of the crow. 


He was talking about the relative merits of old age (white hair) and youth (black 
hair). What al-Gurģānī was interested in was the deliberate focus on descriptions 
that are not central to the bundle of mental contents to which they belong in the 
lexicon. (Whiteness is not central to old age in the way that bravery is central to 
lions.) Whiteness is also not the same as lionness. One can affirm and conceive of 
an attribute while also knowing that attributes don't have independent extramen- 
tal existence: "You can't have the existence of blackness [and whiteness] or move- 
ment without a place, but blackness [and whiteness] and movement can be known 
as themselves. The fact of the matter is that the reliance, in existence, of something 
on something else does not prevent that thing from being known independently”? 
Ibn Fürak would have agreed.” 
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Al-Gurģānīs poetics relied on an account of basic categories of predication, 
essence, and attribute that came from theology and from logic (where they were 
in second position) and were constructed with mental content. Only when literary 
criticism shared logics understanding of the difference between "lionness” and 
“whiteness” and used a vocabulary of logical predication could a literary critic 
start to describe what poetry did to manipulate those categories and mechanisms 
in order to affect both our minds and our emotions. Al-Gurgani did this work 
himself: across two monographs he both developed the core conceptual vocabu- 
lary he needed from theology and logic, and then used it to describe how poetry 
was beautiful. When the poet said “he is a lion" (rather than just “he is like a lion"), 
it was not just a claim of similarity, but a readjustment of the lexical relationship 
between vocal form and mental content. It was a claim that bravery, the qual- 
ity being mapped across from source to target, was in fact the dominant quality 
of the lion qua lion; the essence of lionness was no longer the bundle of mental 
content established by precedent, but now it was bravery and all other qualities 
were secondary. With this claim established in the image, the bravery could then 
be mapped across to the person in question, and he could be called a lion without 
any doubt. ®* 

Al-Gurgani had taken essence and attribute from theology and logic and used 
them to explain the whiteness of al-Buhturīs falcon and the blackness of his crow 
in comparison to the bravery of a lion. He had taken static bundles of mental con- 
tent curated by lexicography and shown how syntax could make them dynamic. 
He had taken logic's account of how mental contents interacted and shown what 
could happen when these interactions took place not with the fixed terms of a 
syllogism but with dynamic bundles of mental content and with make-believe 
accuracy. 


181. Al-Gurģānī (1954, 231.10—232.2). 


Conclusion 


Ma'nā is mental content. It was central to the conceptual vocabularies of lexi- 
cographers, theologians, logicians, and literary critics. It enabled them to build 
theories of meaning, cosmology, truth, and beauty at the nexus of language, mind, 
and reality. Reading the eleventh century through the lens of this concept helps us 
see how those theories worked. 

Ma'nā helps us recognize that eleventh-century Arabic lexicography was fun- 
damental to all other scholarly pursuits and that while it was iteratively conserva- 
tive it was also epistemologically creative. The lexicographers managed a lexicon of 
precedent that anchored an accurate (/aqiqah) connection between a vocal form 
(lafz) and a mental content (ma nā). 

Ma'nā helps us grasp that Islamic theology in the eleventh century was lexi- 
cal and linguistic and at the same time scientific, and targeted at both God 
and the extramental world. Hagīgah was the theologians goal: to accurately 
align their mental contents (and their vocal forms) with the truth of the divine 
creation. 

Ma'nā helps us understand how Aristotelian logic became, in the eleventh-cen- 
tury Arabic of Ibn Sina, a comprehensive epistemology that policed with rigor and 
success the boundaries between language and mind. Haqiqah was the accuracy 
that this system demanded for both its two primary cognitive steps: conception 
and assent (tasawwur and tasdīg). 

Ma'nā helps us realize how a revolutionary theory of poetic affect could be 
constructed from Aristotelian logic and Arabic grammar. Al-Gurģānīs literary 
criticism enabled haqiqah to operate in a make-believe world of imagery, where it 
helped audiences feel the power of metaphor. 
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Ma'nā is the stuff of human cognition. Hagīgah is the word for accurate con- 
nections between that stuff of cognition and language, or between that stuff of 
cognition and God, or between that stuff of cognition and the reality of the extra- 
mental world. Ma‘nd is what we use when we think about what we can see, or feel, 
or know. Haqiqah is when we get that right. 

It has not been my intention in this book to argue that readers should join me 
in invariably translating ma nā as "mental content" or haqiqah as "accuracy? That 
has been a thought experiment, in which every time I have written *mental con- 
tent” in English, the Arabic word has been ma'nā, and every time I have written 
"accuracy; "accurate; or “accurately,” the Arabic word has been hagiqah. What I 
have tried to do is advocate for the invariable understanding of ma‘nd as a stable 
and useful category located in the mind. In the lexicon, ma'àni are connected with 
vocal forms. In theology, Ibn Fürak used ma'àni as conceptual pigeonholes for the 
correct alignment of God, world, and theologians. In logic, Ibn Sinà used ma ānī 
as the Arabic core of universal thought. In poetics, al-Gurģānī used ma'àni in 
bundles to explain how poets manipulated the accuracy of the lexicographers. The 
ma'ānī of poetry are not, of course, identical to the ma'ānī of theology, but just 
as in English one can play tag in the morning, play chess in the afternoon, play 
Hamlet in the evening, and play the fool at night, all the while using “play” as a 
stable and useful piece of vocabulary, so too was ma‘nd a stable and useful word 
in eleventh-century Arabic. The only reason I have invariably translated ma nā as 
"mental content” is to ensure that I can advance this thesis: ma nā was a stable and 
meaningful piece of core conceptual vocabulary. It was not a homonym, nor was 
it vague or ambiguous. 

Translating ma nā in exactly the same way wherever it appears is a methodol- 
ogy by which we can engage with the scope of usage in the texts. "Mental content" 
does a passable job as a translation; it produces some unidiomatic awkwardness, 
but that is to be expected— because the extent of the work that ma'nā did in 
eleventh-century Arabic cannot be replicated by any one word in English. Nor 
is this a matter of a single Arabic word being equivalent, in its various usages, to 
multiple words in English. That is the methodology that I enlist Kuhn to argue 
against: if we turn ma'nā into a set of mutually incompatible English words, we 
have domesticated it in a different conceptual vocabulary. The alternative strategy 
that is available for philologists trying to make sense of eleventh-century Arabic 
texts is to use an invariable translation. In my case, “mental content" helps English 
readers see the difference between the way Arabic uses ma nā and the way English 
uses its own conceptual vocabulary of meaning, signification, and so forth. We 
are dealing with two core conceptual vocabularies, each of which carves reality at 
different joints. Domestication of the source vocabulary in the target vocabulary 
is a problem because it obscures this fact. There is a difference between ma'nà and 
meaning. In order to make sense of the theories that Arabic scholars wrote using 
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ma nā, we need to be constantly aware of that difference. Richard Frank was aware 
of it. My use of the invariable translation *mental content" is only useful insofar as 
it highlights this difference. 

It is worth repeating that I make no claim for the necessity of an invariable 
translation of ma'nà as “mental content” in future work. Once we know that 
ma'nà was invariably a stable word for content in the mind, we can start to experi- 
ment with more idiomatic renderings in English and other European languages. 
Phrases containing the word ma nā could be translated as “we think of this as” or 
"the concept here is” or "there is a certain content to that argument,” or “this fits 
into the mental pigeonhole of or “this word calls up a bundle of ideas” All these 
translation choices are idiomatic English ways of saying “mental content”; they 
depend on and posit the existence of stable mental contents. 

My translation of hagīgah as "accurate, "accurate account, or “accuracy” goes 
some way in the same direction. The Arabic word is used in ways that would in 
English be nominal or adjectival, and I have alternated between the three options 
above in order to ensure the stability and familiarity of my English syntax. But the 
core claim I make stands: Jagīgah can invariably be understood as the claim that 
something is correct, accurate, or an accurate account. We do not use a word in 
English that makes the claims about the relationship of mind to world and lan- 
guage that hagiqah makes in Arabic. But we do have a lemma, "accuracy; that 
captures the claim that aqiqah makes in Arabic about those relationships. Ma nā 
and hagīgah are equally foreign to English; the gap between the conceptual vocab- 
ulary that they constitute and Anglophone or European conceptual vocabulary is 
substantial. The difference between ma'nā and haqiqah lies solely in the disparate 
availability in English of words that can represent the roles they play in Arabic. 

This book has been written to establish a set of connected arguments. The first 
is that ma'nà and hagīgah functioned as core conceptual vocabulary in the elev- 
enth-century texts that I have read. The second is that this vocabulary was shared 
across the four scholarly disciplines of lexicography, theology, logic, and poetics. 
Ma'nā and haqiqah were tools used by all scholars. In this book, we have seen four 
scholars do four different things with the same tools. The scholars were in con- 
stant and productive conversation with each other. Ibn Fürak's theology engaged 
with ar-Ragibs lexicon, as did Ibn Sīnās logic (which gestured toward Ibn Fūraks 
theology), and al-Gurģānīs poetics built on Ibn Sīnās theories of essence and cog- 
nitive process. Ibn Sina called his ma‘nd-based account of cognition “logic,” and 
al-Gurģānī called his ma nā-based account of poetic cognition “grammar.” These 
were very different projects, but they started from a shared conceptual base and 
used a single conceptual vocabulary. 

This observation has repercussions for how we look at the scholarly disciplines 
of eleventh-century Arabic. Thinking about Jagīgah in theology, logic, and poet- 
ics helps us see how fundamental lexicography was to all scholarship in Arabic 
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in the eleventh century and beyond. In theology the benefit derived from read- 
ing Ibn Fürak with a focus on ma nā and hagīgah has been to resolve the appar- 
ent blurring of the relationships between language, epistemology, and ontology. 
The discipline of Islamic theology contained a theoretical assumption about the 
structure and operation of human cognition that ordered the nexus of language, 
mind, and reality as follows: ma ānī are stable pigeonholes of mental content, and 
hagīgah is always the moment when those ma'ānī accurately connect to words, 
the world, or God. The potential of these pigeonholes was realized in the Arabic 
logic of Ibn Sina, where ma'nā was the core cognitive building block. Human 
beings conceived of mental contents and then manipulated those mental contents 
according to logical rules in philosophical endeavors. Adamson has credited Ibn 
Sinà with the discovery of mental existence,' and my work in this book goes some 
small way toward locating that development in the usage of ma'nà during the elev- 
enth century and earlier, when the word was already a stable term for what existed 
in the mind. Theology had also shown how ma'nà could be used for qualities and 
attributes, things that do of course exist extramentally as well as in the mind. Ibn 
Sinà took an existing piece of Arabic core conceptual vocabulary found every- 
where from grammar to literary criticism via theology, brought it into Aristotelian 
philosophy and logic, and integrated it into his accounts of existence. 

Ibn Sīnās resolutions of questions of epistemology and ontology are useful 
for us and make sense to us because he was motivated by his work in the phil- 
hellenic Aristotelian tradition to establish clear boundaries between language, 
mind, and reality. For contingent reasons of history and geography, European and 
Anglophone philosophy and theology have also worked, for at least the last millen- 
nium, in that same Greek tradition. But the Islamic theologians who were talking 
about ma ānī in the eleventh century and earlier did not necessarily care so much 
about the division of language, mind, and reality made by Aristotle at the start of 
De Interpretatione. Ma nā was at the core of their assumption about this nexus, 
and they wanted to align their ma'ānī with God, not Greeks. Reading for ma'nā 
rather than looking for strictly ontological accounts or fearing linguistic relativism 
can help us appreciate Ibn Fürak's physics and cosmology. Today's European and 
Anglophone conceptual vocabulary shares a genealogical connection to Ibn Sīnā; 
we all read Aristotle. But we share no such assumptions or vocabulary with Ibn 
Fürak, a fact that heightens both the epistemological need and the hermeneutical 
rewards for reading his theology with close attention to ma‘nd. 

My arguments have some ramifications that extend beyond the scope of this 
book. The first is that this same Arabic core conceptual vocabulary can also be 
found across disciplines that appear in this book in passing, most notably grammar 
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and legal theory but also in exegesis, mysticism (tasawwuf), ethics, and adab. I am 
comfortable advancing this observation despite having not documented it suffi- 
ciently. The second is that use of this same core conceptual vocabulary extended 
well beyond the eleventh century. I have not attempted to document this; chap- 
ter 2, on “Precedents,” did show that eleventh-century conceptual vocabulary was 
consistent with the previous four centuries of Arabic, but I have only briefly ges- 
tured toward the centuries of power and progress that followed. It is my conten- 
tion that the conclusions reached in this book about ma'nà and haqiqah could 
be profitably applied to and tested against the vast scholarly projects written in 
Arabic from the twelfth through the nineteenth century. The "science of lexical 
placement" founded by al-Īģī in the fourteenth century is just the most obvious 
example. 

Reading for ma'nā also helps us deal with the looming presence of the English 
word “meaning; a word that seems to occupy much of the same space as ma nā 
without ever doing exactly the same work. Using examples from ordinary lan- 
guage, we may quickly observe the difference between ma‘nd and “meaning” in 
two phrases: “the meaning of life" in English and ma nā al-hayah in Arabic. In 
eleventh-century Arabic, "the ma'nà of life” would simply describe the mental 
content lexically connected to the vocal form “life.” (For Ibn Faris, that was “the 
opposite of death”; for Ibn Fürak and ar-Rāģib it was also a chance to parse the 
implications of the words application to human beings and to God.)? But the 
English phrase “the meaning of life" comprises everything from divine cosmology 
to personal destiny. The Arabic genre of adab dealt with everything from cosmol- 
ogy to destiny via irony, politics, and rhetoric. Adab is therefore about meaning in 
the English sense. But adab is not about ma nā, or at least not to the extent that 
Classical Arabic literary criticism, eleventh-century Islamic theology, and Arabic 
logic are about ma nā. This leads us to the observation that although eleventh- 
century Arabic culture turned to adab when faced with the ironies of life or power, 
it turned to ma nā when faced with truth or beauty. The question of aesthetics was 
approached via ma'nà and haqiqah in a theoretical engagement that dealt with 
mental processes catalyzed by syntax, manipulated by reason, and operating with 
a grammar and a logic that the poets (and God in his Quran) used to deliver affect. 

When I presented a very early version of some of the ideas in this book at 
Georgetown University in 2015, Jaroslav Stetkevych complained that it was a pre- 
sentation of theories that missed out everything beyond the spinning circularity of 
words and word games. This is, I think, true. The meaning that Stetkevych was look- 
ing for, and finds, in Classical Arabic poetry is not in play in the disciplines consid- 
ered in this book. Stetkevych calls much Arabic poetics “uninspired postulations 
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of the chief problem of all aesthetic thinking”> How might al-Gurģānī answer 
such a challenge? It is possible that he would accept the justice of the observation: 
Classical Arabic literary theory, the sort of poetics he wrote, was just one of the 
arenas in which poetry met with critical engagement. Classical Arabic poetry was 
widely performed in politics and society, and it was performed as constitutive of 
both politics and society. This was recorded and evaluated in adab, and in histories, 
biographies, and works of ethical and religious devotion. All these performances 
and records dealt with the meaning sought by Stetkevych. But al-Gur£ani's poet- 
ics was a different way of dealing with poetry. (Lexicography, where poetry was a 
proof text for lexical precedent, was different again.) In al-Gurģānīs poetics, logi- 
cal grammar and syntax structured the catalytic creativity of poetry's vocal forms. 
It was a rational cognitive world of word games built, with a logic developed by Ibn 
Sinà from Aristotle, on top of a theology of mental content and a lexicography of 
static reference. This poetics identified the chief problem of aesthetic thinking as 
formal structures of metaphor or syntax that empowered imagination and affect. 

Reading for ma nā enables us to thread our way through the tight and technical 
formal discussions of lexical reference, divine ontology, logical truth, and poetic 
structure. It gives us accounts of mental content that are tied closely to the vocal 
forms of words. But at the same time ma nā, accompanied by the value of haqiqah, 
can take us beyond lexical precedent into new logical conclusions, beyond text 
into the divine realm of God himself, or beyond simple comparison into make- 
believe imagery. Ma'nà was shared between God and the poets. Ma'nā was the 
interaction between human minds and the world. 


3. Stetkevych (1979-80, 775). 
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162, 170, 179, 183-89; in poetics, 237 
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Kuhn, Thomas 
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Duns Scotus, John, 76, 150 
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hagīgah (hagā 'ig): hagā 'ig al-ašyā . See accurate 
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Ibn al-Mu 'tazz, 198 

Ibn Nubātah, Abū Nasr ‘Abd al- Aziz, 208 
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Ibn Rušd, 154, 155, 165, 177, 178, 181, 202 

Ibn Suwār, al-Hasan, 28, 157, 183 

īģāz (concision), 22, 78, 220 

i ģāz. See inimitability 

al-Igi, ‘Adud ad-Din, 26, 245 
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in lexicography, 95, 96, 100, 101, 108; in logic, 
173-76, 181; in poetics, 218, 222, 228, 239; 
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181, 221-25 
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See also adab 

Liu, Lydia, 69 
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Lyons, John, 83-85 
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ma ‘ani al-gur ān, 31, 32 

ma Ani aš-ši T, 31, 33 

machine (language as a), 60—62 

madrasa, 11-14, 21-26, 99, 212 

maģāz (beyond the lexicon), 101-8, 142, 215, 222, 
224-28 

māhiyah (what-it-is-ness), 161, 162, 171, 183, 184, 
190-92 

Mahmüd of Ghazna (b. Sebüktigin), 14, 15, 17, 18 

make-believe (tahyil), 213, 214, 226-28 

magāsid. See intent 

matal. See analogy 

mathematics/geometry, 92, 153, 159—161 

meaning, 29, 30, 44, 66, 73, 80, 85, 135, 172, 245 

mental existence, 123, 128, 150, 244 

metaphor (loan metaphor, isti ārah), 107, 141, 
205, 207, 212, 213, 224, 225, 233-37 

Miller, Jeannie, 45, 49, 133, 172 

miracle, 132, 133 

Miskawayh, Abū ‘Ali, 43 

Moi, Toril, 81, 82, 201 

morphology, 22, 34, 35, 39, 90, 91, 136, 137, 157, 211 

movement (harakah), 40, 41, 52-54, 60, 61, 124, 
125, 127, 149, 239 

Mu ammar b. ' Abbàd, 50-56, 74, 121, 124, 148 
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al-Mu tazilah/Mu 'tazilī, 12, 13, 43, 75, 97, 98, 100, 
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ontology (versus epistemology), 66, 113, 150, 166 
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origin of language/Cratylus, 92, 169 
Ouyang, Wen-Chin, 200 
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physics, 41, 50, 52, 53, 132, 141-144 
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147, 180, 224 

Plato 67, 92, 169; Platonic Forms, 177, 178; 
Cratylus. See origin of language 

polysemy/homonymy, 83-85, 139, 177-81, 197 

potentiality (quwwah), 93, 94, 131 

pragmata, 29, 156, 165 

pragmatics, 82, 87, 95, 137, 140 
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232-37 
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Quine, Willard Van Orman, 68, 69, 80, 85, 
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Quran, 8, 12, 15-17, 31, 32, 35, 91, 98, 104, 133, 
134, 198, 200, 210; basmalah, 97, 100; 2:20 
al-Bagarah, 32; 2:31 al-Bagarah, 49, 92; 2:32 
al-Baqarah, 101; 3:26 Al ‘Imran, 222; 3:73 
Al ‘Imran, 222; 5:64 al-Ma’ ida, 222; 6:6 
al-An' àm, 107; 11:52 Hüd, 107; 18:77 al-Kahf, 
143; 20:111 Ta Hà, 35; 21:5 al-Anbiya’, 200; 
23:88 al-Mu minün, 222; 26:224 aš-Šu arā”, 
200; 33:49 al-Ahzab, 107; 34:12 Saba’, 107; 
34:33 as-Sabà , 142; 35:28 Fātir, 228; 36:39 
Yā Sīn, 135; 36:69 Yā Sīn, 200; 36:83 Yā Sīn, 
222; 37:36 as-Saffat, 200; 38:6 Sad, 105; 39:36 


az-Zumar, 14; 48:10 al-Fath, 222; 52:30 at-Tūr, 
200; 57:29 al-Hadīd, 222; 67:1 al-Mulk, 222; 
69:41 al-Hàqqah, 200; 71:11 Nuh, 107; 78 
an-Nabā', 201; 80:37 Abasa, 35; 

al-Oušayrī, Abū al-Oāsim, 14, 16, 18, 43, 
149, 150 

quwwah (potentiality), 93, 94, 131 
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ar-Rāģib al-Isfahānīs Kitab min Kalām ar-Rāģib 
fiL-Badī (Afanin al-Balāģah), 12 

ar-Rāzī, Fahr ad-Dīn, 21, 23 

relativism, 113—115, 138, 175, 201 

romanization, xv-xvi, 64 

Rowson, Everett, 54, 153 


Saadiya Gaon, 50 

Sabra, Abdelhamid Ibrahim, 19, 115, 167 

aš-Šāfi īyah/Šāfi 1, 15, 95, 99 

Sàkir, Muhammad, 206 

as-Sakkākī, Abū Ya gūb Yüsuf, 26 

Say’ (thing) description of God as a, 117-19 

šay īyah/thingness, 191-94. 

Science, 112-14, 141, 191 

semantic extension (tawassu °), 40, 41, 53, 62, 102, 
104, 143, 144 

sheep, 84, 158 

Sibawayh, 8, 9, 24, 36, 65, 68, 78, 84, 223 

sifah (qualities). See attribute 

as-Siģistānī, Abū Sulaymàn, 48 

signifier, signifiant, signifié, sign, signified, 28, 29, 
47, 61, 75, 76, 79—82, 154, 221 
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as-Sīrāfī, Abū Sa īd, 36, 37 
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tahyil (make-believe), 213, 214, 226-28 
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theology, 110-13, 134 

thing (šay') description of God as a, 117-19 
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LITERARY STUDIES | RELIGION | HISTORY 


In the Arabic eleventh-century, scholars were intensely preoccupied with the way that 
language generated truth and beauty in the space between God and the poets. Alex- 
ander Key leads the reader through discussions of language, mind, and reality across 
multiple genres of scholarship in the work of four of the most famous Classical Ara- 
bic scholars. The littérateur ar-Ragib al-Isfahānī, the theologian and legal theorist Ibn 
Fürak, the philosopher Ibn Sinà (known in the west as Avicenna), and the literary critic 
'Abd al-Oāhir al-Gurģānī shared a conceptual vocabulary based on the words ma'nā 
and hagīgah. They built theories that can be used today. We still want to understand 
how poetry works through syntax to create affect, and we are still interested in the 
problem of how language, mind, and reality interact. Language Between God and the 
Poets makes Classical Arabic solutions to these problems available for the first time 
in twenty-first-century English, and does so within a rigorous and original theoretical 
framework for the translation of theory. 


"Alexander Key takes four major exponents of eleventh-century Arabic lexicography, 
theology, logic, and poetics and explores the interconnectedness of their thinking 
on 'mental content' and its various 'accurate' realizations. This book, brimming with 
philological insight, crackles with erudition” JAMES E. MONTGOMERY, Professor of 
Arabic, University of Cambridge 


"This is really an excellent book-well-written, engaging, intellectually exciting, and a 
great advance in the field. The selection of four scholars, experts in different disciplines, 
but all talking about language and meaning, is extremely clever. The sophistication and 
nuance of the argument makes this a work of solid scholarship" ROBERT GLEAVE, 
Professor of Arabic Studies, University of Exeter 
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